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ABSTRACT

THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF EAST AFRICA: AN ACCOUNT
OF ITS GOSPEL MISSIONARY SOCIETY ORIGINS, 1895-1946
Evanson N. Wamagatta

This dissertation traces the Gospel Missionary Society origins of the Presbyterian
Church of East Africa (PCEA). The church was established when the Gospel missionary
Society (GMS) from the United States of America (USA) and the Church of Scotland
Mission (CSM) from Scotland merged their work in 1946. Consequently, the focus of this
study is the work of the GMS in Kenya from when it was inaugurated in 1895 to the time of
the merger in 1946.
As shown in this dissertation, the GMS initially had no intention of establishing its
work and then hand it over to the CSM as it did in 1946. The merger became inevitable
because the GMS was plagued by many problems, some of its own making and others
beyond its control. Moreover, the GMS also adopted poor policies which were not
commensurate with its meager resources. The mission not only had a very large area to
evangelize, but it also supported several missionaries working in other countries. The GMS
further lost sight of its original goal of evangelizing and became obsessed with the provision
of education when it was already evident that its education was serving the government’s
interests rather than those of the mission. In the process, the GMS failed to establish a formal
church organization and the mission and church were never separated. Neither did it prepare
its converts to eventually assume responsibility in the church because, by 1946, it had
ordained only two Africans.
The study concludes by showing that the GMS had not only overreached itself, but
it had also bitten more than it could chew. Its educational work, which had been an asset and
a blessing to its evangelical work, ultimately ended up being a curse and a liability. By the
early 1930s, the GMS could no longer cope with government and African demands for
increased efficiency. Consequently, affiliation negotiations were started with the CSM in
1934 which eventually culminated in the 1946 GMS-CSM merger.
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Dedicated to the memory of the GMS missionaries who took the Gospel to Kenya
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Introduction
Modern missionary enterprises in Kenya1 began in 1844 when the Church Missionary
Society (CMS) sent Dr. Johann Ludwig Krapf to Mombasa to evangelize the coastal people.
Krapf was joined by John Rebmann in 1846 and by J.J. Erhardt in 1849. The three CMS
pioneers were German Lutherans and their first mission station on the mainland was at
Rabai, 15 miles from Mombasa, among the Mijikenda people. Their work was slow and
arduous and they hardly made any progress. Nevertheless, their linguistic work and the
explorations of the interior laid down the foundation for others to build on later. They
compiled a dictionary of the Swahili language and translated the New Testament into Swahili
while their explorations paved the way for other explorers and missionaries to move inland.2
The exploration of the interior of East Africa by European explorers was begun in the
late 1840s and completed in the early 1870s. Thereupon, and for the first time, the Europeans
had a reasonably comprehensive picture of the ethnography and commerce of the interior at
their disposal. The explorations showed that the interior was not as inaccessible to outsiders
as had previously been thought. The effects of the explorations upon the missionary invasion

1

The name was adopted in 1920 and it replaced the country’s previous name of British
East Africa Protectorate. ‘Kenya’ is used throughout for clarity purposes.
2

Ludwig Krapf, Travels, Researches and Missionary Labours During 18 Years Residence
in Eastern Africa (London: Tribner and Co., 1860).

2

of the interior were considerable as they greatly helped to determine the subsequent lines of
missionary infiltration.3 The explorations also paved the way for the eventual colonization
of East Africa by Europeans.
The partition of East Africa between the British and the Germans in 1886 was another
big boost to missionary work in Kenya. The Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEAC),
which was formed in 1887 and granted a royal charter in 1888, was given the mandate to
administer British East Africa.4 Its occupation of the interior promised to remove many of
the difficulties and dangers of missionary work. Thereafter, there was an increased
missionary activity in the interior by new missionary societies and by those which had
already established themselves in the country. Those that established themselves in the
interior included the Neukirchener mission at Ngao (along the Tana river) in 1887, the
Leipzig Missionary society (Evangelical Lutheran Mission) among the Kamba in 1889, and
the Scottish mission at Kibwezi in 1891.
In 1895, bankruptcy forced the IBEAC to hand over the British East Africa territory
to the British government. As a result, Kenya became a British Protectorate on 1 July 1895.
Between 1896 and 1901, the government constructed the Uganda Railway which linked up
the coast and Lake Victoria.5 The railway made the interior even more attractive to Christian
missions. It made travel and penetration of the interior by missionaries much easier, safer and

3

Roland Oliver, The Missionary Factor in East Africa (London: Longmans, Green & Co.,
1952), p. 28.
4

For details, see Chapter Three.

5

See M.F. Hill, The Permanent Way: The Story of the Kenya and Uganda Railway
(Nairobi: East Africa Railways and Harbours, 1949).
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cheaper, unlike in the past, when it had been difficult, insecure and expensive as they had to
trek on foot. Following the completion of the railway in 1901, many missionaries poured into
the interior and established themselves at strategic places.
Central Kenya and the Lake Victoria basin, which were densely populated, attracted
many of the missions. The missionary occupation of Kikuyuland began in 1898 when the
GMS and the CSM established themselves at Thembigwa and Kikuyu respectively.
Thereafter, the Catholics established themselves at Nairobi in 1899, the CMS at Kabete in
1900 and the AIM at Kijabe in 1903. It was from these initial bases that these missions later
expanded and occupied the whole of Kikuyuland. Their activities among the Kikuyu have
generally been well documented as the bibliography at the end of this dissertation indicates.

Objectives of the Study
Although much has been written about missionary work in Kenya, and Kikuyuland
in particular, the extant literature is neither exhaustive nor conclusive. There is still room for
more research into the various aspects of missionary work from different perspectives. This
is particularly true with regard to the PCEA, as demonstrated by this dissertation. The PCEA
was established by missionaries from America (GMS) and Scotland (CSM). The two
missions later merged in 1946 to form the PCEA which subsequently became one of the
major denominations in Kenya. The CSM origins of the PCEA are fairly well documented

4

while its GMS origins are not.6 Whatever little is available on the GMS origins of the PCEA
amounts to the tip of the iceberg and it is scattered in the various works which are reviewed
in this chapter. This study is, therefore, an attempt to find the rest of the submerged GMS
iceberg and bring it to the surface in order to complete the PCEA’s account of its origins.
Consequently, the purpose of this dissertation is to trace the GMS roots of the PCEA
by examining the work of the GMS in Kenya from 1895 to 1946. The period of study starts
in 1895 with the arrival of the first GMS missionary in Kenya and it ends in 1946 when the
GMS merged with the CSM. A further purpose of this study is to determine, first, whether
the GMS achieved the aims which had led to its formation, and secondly, why it eventually
decided to merge with the CSM in 1946. It is also the intention of this undertaking to help
fill the gap in the historiography of Kenya in general and religious literature in particular.

Methodology
The compilation of this dissertation is based on material which was obtained from
three types of sources. These are the Kenya National Archives and the British Colonial
Office archival sources, the GMS and other related GMS sources, and published and
unpublished primary and secondary sources. The GMS and the archival materials researched
included diaries, newspapers, periodicals, annual reports, departmental reports, political

6

Brian G. MacIntosh, “The Scottish Mission in Kenya, 1891-1923,” (Ph.D. Dissertation,
Edinburgh University, 1969); R. Macpherson, The Presbyterian Church in Kenya: An
account of the origins and growth of the Presbyterian Church of East Africa (Nairobi:
Presbyterian Church of East Africa, 1970).

5

record books, handing-over reports, minutes of meetings, private and official
correspondence. On the other hand, secondary sources included dissertations, theses, journals
and books which were also consulted in order to supplement and complement the primary
materials. The sources listed above contained a wealth of information and they were
consequently indispensable to this study. All these are listed in the bibliography.
Archival research was conducted at the Bird Library, Syracuse University, New York.
The library houses both the Kenya National Archives (KNA) records and also those of the
British Colonial Office. The consulted material mainly consisted of the records of the Kenya
colonial government and those of the British Colonial Office. A lot of time was spent going
through the archival material because whatever was available on GMS was scattered in
various documents. Unfortunately, my research into the records of the British Colonial Office
hardly produced anything because they contained little information on the GMS and its work
in Kenya.
Research into the documents of the GMS was partly conducted at the Aurora
University, Illinois. The university has got some important GMS materials which were
indispensable to this study. Other GMS materials were obtained from either the surviving
members of the People’s Church of Christ or their relatives. Unfortunately, not all the GMS
material could be obtained since some former members of the People’s Church, who might
have had the material in their possession, could not be traced. But the major limitation in
getting GMS material was mainly due to the fact that the People’s Church no longer exists
since it was disbanded in the early 1970s. However, a lot of GMS material was obtained and
it has gone a long way into making this dissertation a reality.

6

Other relevant materials to the work of the GMS in Kenya were obtained through the
West Virginia University’s interlibrary loan department. Among these were the original
publications of the AIM which went a long way into making this research complete. Other
materials which were obtained through the interlibrary loan department included books,
microfilms and journals. These materials are unavailable in the libraries of the West Virginia
University.
The historical research inquiry and the interpretative methods were applied to both
primary and secondary sources in order to evaluate them for their validity and authenticity.
Particular care was exercised while analyzing the materials since most of them are
unbalanced and biased as they were written from the perspective of missionaries and
colonial government officials, some of whom were prejudiced in one way or another. As
such, the materials are not necessarily more reliable or less authentic. However, a thorough
and careful scrutiny of the documents helped to establish the historical perspective of past
events and to indicate what happened and why it happened in a definite chronological and
thematic order.

Literature Review
This study has used published and unpublished secondary sources to supplement and
corroborate the primary material. Some secondary sources led to other useful primary and
secondary sources. The usefulness of the sources, however, varied.
Wanyoike’s book, An African Pastor, was one of the most useful sources to this

7

study.7 The book is an elaborate biography of Wanyoike wa Kamawe, who was not only
among the pioneer adherents of the GMS, but also one of its only two ordained pastors. The
book, therefore, contains some useful information concerning the establishment and the
growth of the GMS work in Kenya. The only major shortcoming of the book is that
everything revolves around Wanyoike since it is examined in relation to his life, rather than
that of the GMS.
Likewise, Macpherson’s book, The Presbyterian Church in Kenya, which is an
account of the origins and growth of the PCEA, was indispensable to this dissertation.8 The
book was particularly useful because it includes a seven-page chapter dealing with the work
of the GMS before it merged with the CSM in 1946. According to Macpherson, the GMS
was weak educationally but strong in terms of pastoral relationship and evangelical work.
The only shortcoming of the chapter was that Macpherson heavily

relied on oral sources

since, as he put it, “the early records of this society, apart from a few fragmentary items,
have not been preserved.”9 Fortunately, although the GMS records are unavailable in Kenya,
they are available in America and this study had access to most of them.
Similarly, Tignor’s book, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, was another
important source for this study.10 Tignor throws some more light on the GMS and its work

7

E.N. Wanyoike, An African Pastor: The Life and Work of the Rev. Wanyoike Kamawe,
1888-1970 (Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974).
8

Macpherson, The Presbyterian Church in Kenya.

9

Ibid., p. 84.

10

Robert L. Tignor, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya: The Kamba, Kikuyu, and
Maasai from 1900 to 1939 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976).

8

in Kenya during the period 1900-1939. Tignor was, however, interested in the role played
by the missions that were working among the Kikuyu, Kamba and the Maasai in the
transformation of Kenya. As a result, his book does not really deal with the specific concerns
of this dissertation.
The Church in East Africa, 1840-1974 by William Anderson, also contained some
material on the GMS.11 The book is an ambitious undertaking that deals with the church in
East Africa in one volume. In the process, Anderson paints the GMS as a poverty-stricken
mission which “became progressively poorer through the years, and finally ceased work in
Kenya.”12 Unfortunately, the author does not reveal why the GMS was poverty-stricken.
Philp’s A New Day in Kenya, was another book of general interest to this study.13
The book deals with missionary penetration, consolidation, co-operation and methods of
evangelization in Kenya from 1844 to the mid 1930s. In the process, the book mentions the
GMS as one of the faith missions which was operating in Kenya. According to Philp, the
GMS “has been strongly educational as well as evangelistic and has been praised by many
observers for its splendid community work.”14 While this might have been the case in the
early days, it was not in its later days, as revealed in this study.
In contrast, Harry Thuku’s An Autobiography, was useful because it was written by

11

William B. Anderson, The Church in East Africa, 1840-1974 (Dodoma: Central
Tanganyika Press, 1977).
12

Ibid., p. 90.

13

Horace R.A. Philp, A New Day in Kenya (London: World Dominion Press, 1936).

14

Ibid., p. 70.

9

an early convert of the GMS.15 The early portion of the book discusses Thuku’s life at
Kambui when he was a pupil there from 1907 to 1911. As a result, it reveals to a certain
extent how the GMS went about carrying out its missionary work in those years. However,
the book contains little about the GMS work prior to Thuku’s enrollment in 1907 and after
he had left the mission in 1911.
A number of scholarly works which focus on the AIM work in Kenya were also
useful because they contained some materials on the GMS which had formed an alliance with
the AIM in the early days. Among them was Cope’s dissertation, “The Africa Inland Mission
in Kenya - Aspects of its History (1895-1945).”16 The dissertation not only has some
information on the GMS, but also contains a seven-page appendix on the GMS which
highlights its relationship with the AIM. The dissertation’s focus, however, was the AIM
rather than the GMS.
Another book was that of Sandgren, Christianity and the Kikuyu, which draws
heavily upon oral sources.17 The book reveals that the Kikuyu encounter with the
missionaries produced a series of religious and culturally based conflicts which caused
irreconcilable divisions among them. The book covers both the Kikuyu who left the AIM
during the 1929 female circumcision crisis and those who remained faithful to the mission.

15

Harry Thuku, An Autobiography, with assistance from Kenneth King (Nairobi: Oxford
University Press, 1970).
16

Thomas Herbert Cope, “The Africa Inland Mission in Kenya - Aspects of its History
(1895-1945),” (M.Phil., London Bible College, 1979).
17

David, P. Sandgren, Christianity and the Kikuyu: Religious Divisions and Social
Conflict (New York: Peter Lang Publishing Inc., 1989).

10

In the process, the book reveals some of the conflicts which emerged between the GMS and
its adherents.
Dick Anderson’s book, We Felt like Grasshoppers, examines the work of the AIM
in Kenya and other parts of Africa.18 The book was useful because it contains some brief
information on the GMS when it worked under the AIM in the early days. In the same
category was Gration’s dissertation which examines the relationship that existed between the
AIM and its national church in Kenya and the tensions which were produced by that
relationship.19 The dissertation gives an insight into missionary work in Kenya at a time
when the GMS was also involved in its missionary endeavors there.
Blakeslee’s autobiography, Beyond the Kikuyu Curtain, was written by an AIM
missionary who had spent about 40 years working among the Kikuyu of Kiambu and
Murang’a districts.20 The book was written at the height of the Mau Mau revolt to show that
missionary work among the Kikuyu had not been all in vain. Blakeslee was, therefore, a
contemporary of the GMS missionaries. Her book gives a personal account of how the
missionaries went about their duties and how the Africans responded to their endeavors.
In contrast, A Saint in Kenya is the biography of Marion Stevenson, a CSM

18

Dick Anderson, We Felt Like Grasshoppers: The Story of Africa Inland Mission
(Nottingham: Crossway Books, 1994).
19

John Alexander Gration, “The Relationship of the Africa Inland Mission and its
National Church in Kenya Between 1895 and 1971,” (Ph.D. dissertation, School of
Education of University of New York, 1973).
20

Virginia H. Blakeslee, M.D., Beyond the Kikuyu Curtain (Chicago: Moody Press,
1956).
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missionary who died in 1930.21 It was written by another CSM missionary who was a
contemporary of hers. Like the GMS missionaries, both had been working among the
Kikuyu. The book was, therefore, useful for comparison purposes because the biography and
the biographer’s experiences generally compared favorably with those of the GMS
missionaries.
Also important was J.K. Karanja’s recently published book, Founding an African
Faith: Kikuyu Anglican Christianity, 1900-1945.22 The book demonstrates that a distinctively
Kikuyu Anglican Church developed in Central Kenya in the period 1900 to 1945. The book
argues that the Kikuyu response and the appropriation of Christianity derived its force and
vitality from indigenous models and experiences. The Kikuyu themselves and their
grassroots interaction with Christianity, accordingly, take a center stage in the book. The
book examines their creativity and initiative that provide both form and content to their
experience with the missionaries and Christianity.
Another book which was generally useful was Strayer’s, The Making of Mission
Communities in East Africa.23 It examines the activities of the CMS at the Coast and in
Central Kenya from 1875 to 1935. The book reveals that the conflicts which emerged
between the mission and the Africans, as a direct consequence of the mission’s activities,

21

Mrs. Henry E. Scott, A Saint in Kenya: A Life of Marion Scott Stevenson (London:
Hodder and Stoughton, 1932).
22

J.K. Karanja, Founding an African Faith: Kikuyu Anglican Christianity, 1900-1945
(Nairobi: Uzima Press, 1999).
23

Robert Strayer, The Making of Mission Communities in East Africa (London:
Heinemann Educational Books Ltd., 1978).
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affected the changes that occurred in the country during the colonial period.
Temu’s book, British Protestant Missions, also fits in the same category.24 It focuses
on the policies and activities of the British Protestant Missions in Kenya from 1874 to 1929.
The book offers a critical reinterpretation of some aspects of the Protestant missions’ work
and their role in Kenya from an African viewpoint. Temu also throws some light on the
origins of the tensions and conflicts between the missions and the Africans. He, however,
does not even mention the GMS since it was an American and not a British mission.
On the other hand, Spencer’s dissertation examines the African perceptions of the
missions and the interrelationship of the two from 1905 to 1924.25 Spencer further discusses
the emergence of African protest politics after the end of the First World War and the role
of the missionaries as the defenders and champions of the Africans’ interests. All these are
very useful because they affected the work of the GMS in one way or another.
The early historical study, The Missionary Factor in East Africa was also of
general interest to this study.26 Oliver’s focus was the importance of the missionary factor in
the extension of European interests in East Africa and also in safeguarding their imperialist
interests in the region. Although the book mentions the GMS only once, it is, however, useful
in the understanding of the background to missionary occupation and the process of
occupation itself from a Euro-centric perspective.
It is, therefore, evident from the extant literature that no scholarly work has been
24

A.J. Temu, British Protestant Missions (London: Longman Group Limited, 1972).

25

Leon Pharr Spencer, Jr., “Christian Missions and African Interests in Kenya, 19051924,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Syracuse University, 1975).
26

Roland Oliver, The Missionary Factor in East Africa.
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written dealing exclusively with the GMS and its work in Kenya in the period 1895-1946.
Whatever little information is available on the GMS is scanty and scattered in many books.
The available information also leaves many gaps and unanswered questions with regards to
the GMS and its work. This study, accordingly, set out to collect all the available information
on the GMS, which are scattered in various secondary sources (published and unpublished),
and then synthesize them with both published and unpublished primary sources in order to
come out with a full account of the GMS and its work in Kenya in one volume. By so doing,
the study has filled that gap and also made a contribution to the Kenyan historical literature.

Conclusion
This dissertation has tried to be as exhaustive and conclusive as possible with regards
to the GMS and its work in Kenya from 1895 to 1946. This has been made possible by the
availability of a large volume of accessible primary materials relevant to this dissertation.
Nevertheless, there is still room for more research to be conducted into other aspects of the
GMS and its work in Kenya. For example, biographies could be written on the GMS
missionaries and their converts highlighting their role in the work of the mission. The role
of the People’s Church of Christ in the work of the GMS and the process of the absorption
of the GMS work into that of the CSM are also viable topics for further research.

14

CHAPTER TWO
THE SETTING

Introduction
The GMS was essentially a mission to the Kikuyu living in northern Kiambu and the
southern tip of Murang’a district. During the colonial period, the Kikuyu lived in the three
districts of Kiambu, Murang’a (Fort Hall) and Nyeri in Central Kenya. They occupied an area
of 2,816 square miles out of the colony’s 220,000 square miles. The Kikuyu were estimated
to have numbered about 500,000 souls at the turn of the twentieth century.1 Their
neighboring fellow Bantu-speakers were the Meru to the north-east; the Embu to the east and
the Kamba to the south-east. Their other neighbors to the west and to the south were their
traditional enemies, the Nilotic Maasai, with whom they had also traded and intermarried.
The focus of this chapter is, therefore, the general geographical setting of Kikuyuland, some
basic Kikuyu cultural traits, the imposition of colonial rule, and the initial encounter between
the Kikuyu and the missionaries. The information will enable the reader to have a glimpse
of the people whom the GMS had to deal with and also to appreciate why they reacted in the
way that they did to the missionaries.

1

W.S. Routledge and K. Routledge, With a Prehistoric People: The Kikuyu of British
East Africa (London: Edward Arnold, 1910), pp. 7&80; J. Boyes, John Boyes, King of
Wakikuyu, edited by G.W. Bulpett (London: Methuen, 1911), p. 296.
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The Geographical Setting
Kikuyuland is a plateau measuring about 100 miles in length from north to south and
50 miles in width from east to west. It roughly lies between Mount Kenya to the north, the
Nyandarwa ranges to the west, Ngong Hills to the south and the Ol Donyo Sabuk Hills to the
east. It is situated between longitude 36 and 38 degrees East and between the Equator and
two degrees South. Its altitude, which ranges from 3,000 and 8,000 feet above sea level,
affords it with moderate temperatures which range from 45 to 85 degrees Fahrenheit.2 All
these favorable climatic features made Kikuyuland very attractive to European settlers.
Moreover, Kikuyuland is well-watered by numerous rivers and streams which flow
in a south-eastward direction. They all drain into either the Thagana (Tana river), whose
source is Mount Kenya, or the Athi river, whose source is Ngong Hills. All the rivers north
of the Ndaragu river flow into Thagana while those to its south join the Athi river. Rivers
Tana and Athi in turn drain into the Indian Ocean. Some of their major tributaries are the
Chania, Gura, Maragua, Mathioya, Thika, Thiririka, Ndaragu, Ruiru and Rwaka. Some of
the rivers are home for the crocodile and the hippopotamus.3 Nevertheless, the physical
features resultant from the numerous rivers and streams proved to be a liability to missionary
work before viable means of transport and communications were put into place.
In addition to being well-watered, Kikuyuland is also blessed with two rainy seasons
each year with an annual rainfall that ranges from 40 to 70 inches. The rainfall in each season
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is sufficient for planting and harvesting crops. The heavy rains season occurs between March
and May while the light rains season falls in the months of October to December. The two
seasons are separated by the cold and drizzly gathano season, from June to August, and the
bright and sunny themithu season from, January to March.4 Such heavy rains as characterized
the area made transport extremely difficult, due to the topology of Kikuyuland.
Since Kikuyuland falls within the savannah and forest-type climate, it was the home
of many wild animals such as the zebra, buffalo, giraffe, lion, leopard, hyena, rhinoceros,
elephant, and other smaller animals. On the other hand, Kikuyuland is not excessively
infested by reptiles though pythons, spitting snakes, vipers and adders of all sizes and colors
are fairly common. In the early days, the missionaries were in constant danger from some of
the wild animals such as lions and leopards.
The insect family is also numerous in Kikuyuland and some of the insects caused a
lot of misery to both the missionaries and the local people. Among those worth of mention
are the termites, safari ants, jiggers and mosquitoes. The termites are very destructive and
they often caused lots of problems to the missionaries by destroying anything within their
reach. In contrast, the safari ants caused lots of mischief when they invaded homes,
especially during the night, in search of food. The jigger (purex penetrans), which nestles in
the human flesh, was another common pest and neither were the missionaries and their
children immune from it. On the other hand, Kikuyuland had largely been free from malaria,
due to it altitude, but this began to change during the colonial period owing to the clearing
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of the forest zone. As a result, malaria began to afflict the area and the missions exploited
the outbreaks to further the cause of the gospel.5

The Social, Political and Economic Setting
The Kikuyu practiced a mixed economy and they were largely self-sufficient. Their
main food crops were bananas, sweet potatoes, sugar-cane, yams, arum lily, millet, sorghum,
njahi (Dolichos lablab), njugu (cowpeas) and maize. They produced food far in excess of
their needs in order to trade with their neighbors. Their livestock consisted predominantly
of goats and sheep, and cattle to a lesser extent. The livestock was used as a medium of
exchange as the price of everything was determined in terms of sheep and goats. The
livestock was also used to pay dowry and in sacrificial ceremonies, while the skins provided
clothing as well as beddings.6 That was why the Kikuyu highly valued their livestock.
There was also a clear division of labor between Kikuyu men and women. Men did
the heavy work pertaining to house-building while women thatched and plastered the walls.
The tending of livestock was men’s preoccupation while household work was a domain of
women. Planting and weeding was shared by both sexes. Furthermore, men were also the
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rulers and providers of security.7 But with the coming of Pax Britannica, most of the
traditional roles that were performed by men were usurped thereby reducing them to a state
of inactivity. That is why Kikuyu men appeared to foreigners as people who spent most of
their time eating, drinking and dancing. From this observation sprang the notion that Kikuyu
men were indolent while their women, who were compared to beasts of burden, bore the
blunt of the heavy work. The misconception prompted the missions to think that there was
a need to teach men how to work.8
Ironically, the presumed “indolent men” became useful laborers on European farms
when some parts of Kikuyuland were alienated for white settlement after 1902. The settlers
introduced plantation cash crops such as coffee, tea, pyrethrum and sisal (agave mexicana)
which were labor-intensive crops. As a result, the neighboring Kikuyu reserves became
important labor reservoirs. The intense labor demand often affected missionary work since
most of their pupils were often forced by circumstances to work for the settlers in order to
earn money for various needs, such as to pay poll and hut tax.9
On the social scene, the Kikuyu were patriarchal and the mbari (sub-clan) was the
basic unit of their social structure. A mbari was made up of closely related families which
traced their origins to a single ancestor. A mbari may have numbered from a few hundred
to several thousand individuals. Members of a mbari also owned their land jointly and they
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inhabited a whole village (itura) or ridge (rugongo), depending on the mbari’s size and
circumstances. Mbari affairs were coordinated by a mbari council of elders, which was under
the titular headship of a muramati (custodian), who was also entrusted with the
administration of the mbari land.10
Each mbari traced its origins to one of the 10 Kikuyu clans. The clans in turn traced
their descent to Gikuyu and Mumbi, the Adam and Eve of the Kikuyu. The clans were named
after the ten daughters of Gikuyu and Mumbi. These were Wanjiru (Anjiru), Waceera
(Aceera), Wanjiku (Agaciku), Wambui (Ambui), Nyambura (Ambura/Akiuru/Ethaga),
Wangeci (Angeci/Aithirandu), Wangui (Angui/Aithiegeni), Wangari (Angari/Aithekahuno),
Wairimu (Airimu/Agathigia) and Wamuyu (Aicakamuyu). Each clan was associated with
distinctive idiosyncrasies. For example, members of the Anjiru clan were reputed to be
expert medicine men while the Ethaga were associated with witchcraft. On the other hand,
the Airimu were associated with lack of intelligence while the Anjiru were said to be
hospitable and generous.11
Some clans were extremely large, although no single clan was politically dominant.
The wealthier a clan was the larger it tended to become. Polygamy played a major role in
determining the size and the wealth of the family, mbari and clan. Having many wives and
children was seen as a sign of wealth since the poor could not afford to marry many wives.
One could marry as many wives as he chose, depending on his wealth, and the more the
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better for him, his mbari and clan.12
Only the wealthy could afford to marry many wives because they were in a position
to pay dowries for their wives which ranged from 30 to 100 goats for each wife. Dowry was
the only legalization for marriage and it also conferred stability on marriages. But the
missionaries did not seem to understand this for they went out of their way to campaign
against the practice. They argued that since most of their converts were finding it difficult
to raise the high bride-price, they would, as a result, be tempted to elope. The missions were
even able to persuade the then Kiambu DC, W.A.F. Platts, that the exorbitant bride-prices
inhibited population growth and were accordingly detrimental to the labor needs of the
colony. The DC concurred that if the bride price was lowered it would be easier for young
men to get wives and the population would increase with advantage to the labor conditions
of the country. But the Kikuyu leaders would have none of it, and the idea was subsequently
dropped.13
The missionaries also disregarded the importance of the institution of polygamy
among the Kikuyu. They instead went out of their way to destroy it in favor of monogamy.
They nevertheless found it difficult to convince the Kikuyu that polygamy was unscriptural
since many of the Biblical characters had practiced it. The Kikuyu, accordingly concluded
that the missionaries were out to destroy polygamy in order to decrease their population and
ultimately wipe them out of existence. As a result, those mission adherents who wanted to
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put away their “extra” wives were threatened with the dreaded traditional curses. When given
the choice, many opted to keep their “extra” wives in contravention of the missions’
teaching.14
Politically, although the Kikuyu were decentralized, they possessed a democratic
system of government which functioned through the institution of the councils of elders
(ciama). Each territorial unit had its own council of elders (kiama) to manage its affairs. At
the local level was the mbari council, under a muramati (custodian), which dealt with mbari
affairs. Above the mbari councils were the ridge and district councils. Each council had its
own spokesman (muthamaki) who acted as the coordinator of its affairs. But the spokesmen
were not chiefs since such an office was non-existent among the Kikuyu. The work of the
councils was to administer justice and regulate the daily life of their respective localities.15
Since the Kikuyu did not use imprisonment as a form of punishment, compensation
of the aggrieved party by the guilty party was the main method of concluding litigation under
the Kikuyu customary law. If the guilty party failed to pay compensation within the stipulate
time, the elders would resort to religious sanctions which mainly entailed cursing or
ostracization. If, on the other hand, the elders could not determine the guilty party, they
would resort to trial by ordeal and they had three options, depending on the nature of the
crime.
The muma oath was the most common and it was administered in cases involving
minor disputes. A lamb was killed and the contents of its stomach were mixed with herbs,
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water and blood and the litigants were made to drink it while declaring their innocence. The
second type of oath involved the litigants killing a he-goat by breaking its limbs (kuringa
thenge) while declaring that if they were lying, then they should meet with the same fate. The
most dreaded of the three was the githathi oath, and the accused often pleaded guilty rather
than be subjected to it. The oath was taken using a seven-holed object made of stone or clay.
The accused passed several sticks through each hole seven times, while at the same time
professing his innocence. In each case, it was believed that the guilty party would die shortly
thereafter.16 The insistence of the councils that the converts take these oaths became a major
source of conflict between them and the Christians.
Since the Kikuyu were decentralized, cohesion of their 10 clans was achieved by the
institution of mariika (age-sets) which bound them together regardless of their other
differences. The age-set system was also the basis of their political organization as well as
interaction. The age-set system was indispensable to the governing of Kikuyuland as there
was always a generation in power which was in charge of all the affairs of the land during
its tenure in office. The term of the generation in office began and ended with the
handing/taking over ceremony, ituika, which took place every thirty to forty years. During
the ceremony, one generation handed over to its successor the reins of power to conduct
political, judicial and religious functions.17 But no such handing/taking over ceremony was
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permitted to take place during the colonial period.
The basis of the Kikuyu age-set (mariika) system was the institution of circumcision
which determined a person’s place and role in the society. Boys and girls became full
members of the society after going through the circumcision ceremony. Boys were
circumcised at the age of 15-20 while girls were circumcised at puberty before menstruation
at age 12-14. The initiation rite symbolized both the discarding of childhood values and the
adoption of adult values and the transition from childhood to adulthood. It was circumcision
which conferred both social and political status and paved the way for subsequent
promotions.18
All the boys and girls, who were circumcised in a given year, formed their own riika
(age-set) which was named after the most important occurrence of the time. The circumcision
rites also served as a channel for the transmission of both practical and theoretical education
for the neophytes in diverse fields, such as folklore, mode of behavior, duties of adults,
taboos and sex. The males also formed their own regiment whose duties were mainly to
defend the country. As a result, a strong bond was forged among members of the same ageset. So strong was the bond that riika mates looked upon each other as actual blood relatives,
regardless of their kinship and localities ties, and they behaved accordingly.19
Circumcision was, therefore, not merely the mutilation of the body as the
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missionaries tended to think. On the contrary, it was not only a civil and religious rite but
also a public and communal rite which stood for all the values that were associated with the
institution. One of these was their deep-rooted conviction that the institution was
indispensable to child-bearing. They believed that an uncircumcised boy or girl would remain
barren throughout. In addition, they also believed that circumcision decreased female sexual
passion and thereby preserved virginity among the unmarried and extra-marital chastity
among the married. It was, therefore, unthinkable that any boy or girl would agree to forego
such an important rite. As a matter of fact, they eagerly looked forward to the time when they
would undergo it. That was why the missions found it extremely difficult to restrain their
mission girls as pressure was brought to bear upon them from all sides.20 It was also
considered a big humiliating shame for parents if any of their children dared to forego the
ceremony or to marry an uncircumcised girl. For example, on one occasion, the mother of
a GMS convert threatened to commit suicide if her son married an uncircumcised girl. When
the son defied his mother and married the girl, his mother promptly responded by hanging
herself.21 But since the missionaries could not see anything of value in circumcision, their
efforts to have it abolished eventually culminated in the 1929 female circumcision crisis.
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The Colonial Setting
The initial contact between the Kikuyu and the Europeans generally determined how
they subsequently reacted towards the missionaries and the whites during the colonial period.
Since the initial contact was violent and bitter, their subsequent attitude to the Europeans was
generally one of suspicion and mistrust. Such an attitude dated back to the late 1880s when
they first began to come into direct contact with Europeans in their own territory.
Nevertheless, a few Kikuyu had visited the coast by mid-nineteenth century where they had
seen the white people. But it was only in the second half of the nineteenth century that the
Kikuyu increasingly came into direct contact with the foreigners. Their initial contact was
with the Arab and Swahili traders who were in pursuit of commerce.22 The contact with the
outside world eventually culminated with the colonization of the Kikuyu by the British.
Interestingly, the Kikuyu had been forewarned about the impeding colonization by
a seer called Cege wa Kibiru. Cege had foretold that the Europeans, who looked like small
white frogs, would come from the east wearing dresses that resembled the wings of
butterflies. They would come carrying deadly magic sticks which would spit fire that would
kill from a long distance. They would also be accompanied by a fire-spitting iron snake with
many legs which would stretch from the Indian Ocean to Lake Victoria. Cege warned the
Kikuyu that it would be futile, and even disastrous, to attack the white men because their
spears and arrows would be no match for the fire-spitting sticks. He further warned them that
if they defied his warning, they would only have themselves to blame since aggression could
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even lead to the annihilation of the Kikuyu.23
Although some Kikuyu believe that Cege was a seer it is, however, questionable
whether he deserves that title. There is no doubt that Cege had somehow heard about the
Europeans from the few adventurous Kikuyu who had managed to visit the coast. Thereupon,
Cege, being intelligent and foresighted, put two and two together and “it would not have
been too difficult for him to foresee what was likely to happen in the near future.”24
What is significant is that the Kikuyu largely ignored Cege’s warnings, possibly in
an attempt to prevent his prophecy from being fulfilled. From the onset, they treated the
aliens from the coast with suspicion and hostility. Beginning in the 1870s, the Kikuyu did
their best to stop the dreaded outsiders from entering their country. The foreigners
reciprocated by being on their guard against the Kikuyu whenever they approached
Kikuyuland. As a result, fighting between the Kikuyu and the foreigners had become a
common feature by the 1880s. As if to prove that Cege had been right, the Kikuyu fared
badly during the fights as they were often taught some bitter lessons by the coastal traders.25
The coastal traders, as a result, spread numerous stories, which were often
exaggerated, that depicted the Kikuyu as being a very hostile and treacherous people.
Consequently, the coastal traders and the Europeans, who ventured into Kikuyuland, were
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already well aware of the “inveterate hostility and treachery of the Kikuyu.”26 As such, they
were prepared to use force which they believed was the only language that the Kikuyu
understood. In addition, they also came to rely on brutality as the only means of producing
the impression of being feared.27
Much, however, depended on the behavior of individual caravans and on the
temperament of the local inhabitants. Some of the caravans often provoked the wrath of the
Kikuyu in various ways. These included refusing to pay for goods, foraging for food in the
Kikuyu gardens, taking sides in local feuds and attempting to overawe the Kikuyu by their
firepower. On the other hand, the high-handedness of some undisciplined warriors was also
a contributory factor to the eruption of violence.28
It is, therefore, not surprising that the first two Europeans to pass through
Kikuyuland in 1887 had to fight on three different occasions. The two, Teleki and Von
Hohnel, had to fight their way through Riara, Mang’u and Gaturi.29 The fights appeared to
confirm the reports that the Europeans had heard about the Kikuyu. To the Kikuyu, the
clashes seemed to prove the accuracy of Cege’s prophecy. Thereafter, the Kikuyu came to
look upon all the Europeans with suspicion and fear while the white man saw hostility and
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treachery written on every Kikuyu face.30
But unknown to the Kikuyu, their fate had already been sealed by the time the first
Europeans passed through their country in 1887. In the previous year, East Africa had been
partitioned between the British and the Germans and their country was within the British
sphere of influence. The immediate implication of the partition was that the British could no
longer use their traditional route to Buganda since it lay within the German sphere of
influence. That meant that the British had to establish a new route to Buganda which would
have to pass through Kikuyuland.
The new route to Uganda was established by the Imperial British East Africa
Company (IBEAC), the administering authority of the British sphere of influence. The
IBEAC was founded in 1887 by philanthropists, businessmen and imperialists, led by
William Mackinnon, and it was granted a royal charter in 1888. The new route was
characterized by a line of strategically placed stations, in what became Kenya, to provision
trading caravans to and from Uganda.31 And that was how the Company came to establish
its first outpost, Fort Dagoretti, in Kikuyuland.
Fort Dagoretti was established by Captain Frederick Lugard, in October 1890, at the
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southern tip of Kikuyuland at Kiambu. It was 350 miles from the coast, 50 miles from Fort
Machakos and 10 miles to the north of what became Nairobi. Contrary to the adverse reports
about the Kikuyu, Lugard found them to be “honest and straightforward.” He also did not
hesitate to be “almost alone among them, even at considerable distances from camp.”32
Lugard proceeded not only to enter into blood-brotherhood with Waiyaki wa Hinga, the local
leader, but also to make a treaty with him on behalf of the IBEAC.33
Relations between the Kikuyu and the company officials took a nose-dive after
Lugard’s departure for Uganda. The Kikuyu were provoked by the misbehavior of the
company’s ill-disciplined soldiers and the high-handedness of the officials while dealing with
them. Their grievances included being recruited as porters by force, the harassment of their
womenfolk, thefts and the involvement of company officials in local squabbles. The
misunderstandings exacerbated the mutual suspicion and hostility which had hitherto existed
between the Kikuyu and the newcomers. Thereupon, The Kikuyu forced George Wilson, the
commandant of the fort, to abandon it in March 1891 and flee to Machakos. The abandoned
fort was promptly razed to the ground. Thereafter, the Kikuyu came to view the IBEAC just
like the other hated intruders who had to be opposed at all costs.34
Relations between the Kikuyu and the Company officials did not improve even after
the IBEAC established Fort Smith in 1892 to compensate for the loss of Fort Dagoretti. The
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new fort was three miles to the east of the old fort, and it was established by company
officials led by Major Eric Smith, who bestowed his name to it. Rather than improve its
relations with the Kikuyu, the IBEAC worsened them in 1892. Owing to financial
difficulties, the Company decreed that Forts Smith and Machakos had to be self-supporting.
This was practically impossible at the time. The only way out for Fort Smith was to procure
whatever it needed by force. Consequently, the Company officials adopted a policy of
pacification whereby punitive expeditions, which were in essence raiding expeditions, were
frequently dispatched to acquire free food and livestock from the surrounding Kikuyu.35
Thus the Company began to mount “pacification” expeditions against the Kikuyu
living in the vicinity of the fort. The expeditions were later sent as far north as Mang’u,
Ruiru, Githunguri and the southern parts of Murang’a district. With time, punitive
expeditions became the Company’s accepted style of administration. Its soldiers would storm
villages, burn down houses, capture livestock and kill as many Kikuyu as they could. For
example, during one such expedition in 1893, 922 sheep and goats plus five head of cattle
were captured and 90 Kikuyu were killed. In the following year, another raid captured 190
head of cattle, 4,400 sheep plus goats, and burned down many villages.36
The IBEAC’s style of administration led to continuous fighting between it and the
Kikuyu. The violence tended to confirm and to reinforce the earlier reports that the Kikuyu
were a hostile, treacherous and a thoroughly bad lot. It is, therefore, not surprising that Sir

35

Muriuki, A History of the Kikuyu, pp. 145-146.

36

Ibid., pp. 154-155.

31

Gerald Portal had been advised in 1893 to shoot at sight any Kikuyu that he might encounter
on his way to Buganda.37 It is also not surprising that Francis Hall, the commandant of Fort
Smith, eventually came to the conclusion that the only solution was to completely wipe the
Kikuyu out.38 On the other hand, the Kikuyu could see no difference between the slave
traders from the coast, the European adventurers and the company officials, since they were
all behaving alike.39
Surprisingly, there was no significant change of policy even after the British
government took over the administration of the territory. Bankruptcy eventually forced the
IBEAC to hand over the territory which became a British protectorate on 1 July 1895. The
relations between the Kikuyu and the government did not improve because the latter
continued to use the same IBEAC personnel and the same methods of administration.40 The
government continued to regularly mount pacification and punitive expeditions in an effort
to subdue the Kikuyu. The burning of villages, expropriation of livestock and the killing of
as many Kikuyu as possible continued to be the main features of the expeditions. The
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military expeditions were designed to inflicted maximum military lessons and to demonstrate
“not only to the people against whom they were sent, but to their neighbors as well that
resistance was futile and rained down intolerable destruction.”41
Before the turn of the twentieth century, the Kiambu Kikuyu had been subdued.
Thereafter, many of their warriors became soldiers of fortune and they helped the
government to subdue their fellow Kikuyu in the districts of Murang’a and Nyeri. The
establishment of Fort Hall in 1900, by Francis Hall, enabled the government to quickly
“pacify” Murang’a district. The only significant resistance came from Muruka which was
subjected to several punitive expeditions. In 1902, for example, a punitive expedition was
launched against Muruka, for attacking Swahili caravans, and 200 people were killed and
much livestock was captured.42 On the other hand, the “pacification” of Nyeri began in
December 1902 when the government forces captured about 20,000 goats and sheep, 1,000
head of cattle and killed over 100 people.43 In the same month, Fort Nyeri was established
as a base for “pacifying” the district. One of the most brutal expeditions in the district was
carried out in early 1904 when about 1,700 head of cattle plus about 13,000 sheep and goats
were captured. At the same time, 796 Kikuyu were killed.44 Thus, the subjugation of
Murang’a and Nyeri was swifter, with fewer punitive expeditions in comparison to Kiambu.
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Thus, by 1904, Kikuyuland had been forcefully brought under Pax Britannica. That
is why Knapp could boast in 1904 that the missionary traveled alone and unarmed in perfect
security where a few short years ago no white man could pass without a military escort.45
There had been an urgent need to subdue the Kikuyu following the completion of the Uganda
railway in 1901 and the enactment of the 1902 Crown Lands Ordinance which threw the
Protectorate open for white settlement. However, the bottom line was that the subjugation
was achieved at tremendous costs to the reputation of the government. The military forays
left a legacy of mistrust and animosity which was almost impossible to eradicate in
subsequent years. So bad was the legacy that “even the most innocent and beneficial
British impulses aroused suspicion and were thought to harbor ulterior and evil motives.”46
The legacy also adversely affected missionary work as the subsequent chapters show.
After the Africans had been subdued, various administrative centers were established
throughout the protectorate. They were meant to facilitate the administration of both the
Africans and the whites who were then settling in the country. In Kikuyuland, the new towns
included Dagoretti, Kiambu, Limuru, Thika, Ruiru, Fort Hall (Murang’a), Nyeri and Nairobi
which subsequently became the capital of the protectorate.
Nairobi was established in July 1899 and it began as a depot of the Uganda Railway,
which was then under construction. The railway engineers chose it because the ground was
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flatter than that of the previously proposed site at Fort Smith.47 The Nairobi site had
previously been teeming up with various species of wild game. Before the end of 1899,
Nairobi had replaced Machakos as the center of administration of both Kikuyuland and
Ukambani. Krieger compared the growth of Nairobi to that of the towns of the American
wild west since it appeared to have sprung up almost overnight.48 By 1901, all sorts of
merchandise were being sold at Nairobi and one could “buy anything, from a Waterbury
watch to a cottage organ.”49 The dramatic growth of Nairobi prompted the colonial
government to shift the Protectorate’s headquarters from Mombasa to Nairobi in 1907.

The Missionary Setting
While the process of “pacification” was still going on, the missionaries had been
establishing themselves and by 1914, they had occupied the whole of Kikuyuland. The GMS
and the CSM were the first to establish themselves in 1898 at Thembigwa and Kikuyu
respectively. The GMS later occupied Kambui (1902) and Ng’enda (1906) while the CSM
opened its Nyeri station at Tumutumu in 1908. The CMS was the next to found stations at
Kabete in 1900, Weithaga in 1903, Kahuhia in 1906 and Gathukeini in 1913. The AIM first
got a foothold in Kikuyuland in 1903 at Kijabe before opening its other stations at Mataara,
Kinyona and Githumu. On the other hand, the Catholics founded their stations at Nairobi
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(1899), Kiambu (1902), Tuthu (1902), Nyeri (1902), Limuru (1903) and Mang’u (1906).
Thus, by 1914, there were five missionary societies already at work in Kikuyuland.
The reception that the missionaries received varied from locality to locality and it
largely depended on the initial relations which had been established by the government. In
some places, they were welcomed with hospitality while at others, they were received with
hostility. In general, the attitude of the Kikuyu was one of suspicion and indifference. They
naturally suspected the missionaries to be either government spies or agents and treated them
accordingly.50 Marion Stevenson of the CSM found the Kikuyu “sour, secretive and
suspicious in opposition.”51 Similarly, Cagnolo, a Catholic priest, found them “distrustful and
suspicious with a tendency to dissimulation and guile.”52 Surprisingly, no missionary was
killed in Kikuyuland during that period.
Above all, the missionaries received a poor reception from the Kikuyu because they
were advocating a religion which was not only incompatible to their culture, but also inimical
to their interests. Christianity tended to undermine some of their cherished institutions, such
as those of polygamy and female circumcision by demanding that they be abolished.
Moreover, missionary work also threatened their society’s harmony and cohesion because
those who became mission adherents ceased to be generally under the jurisdiction of their
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customary laws.53
On the other hand, the missionaries not only found many of the Kikuyu customs and
traditions to be incompatible to the gospel, but also distinctively repulsive. Such customs
included the killing of twins and the casting of the dead and dying out in the bush to be
devoured by scavengers. But the missionaries did not even bother to understand why the
Kikuyu did such things before condemning them. They instead ascribed them to superstition
without even bothering to find out the origins and significance of such customs.
The missionaries also found the people to be both “filthy in their appearance and
habits.”54 Some even doubted whether the Africans had a soul as they appeared to be “only
a little above animals in their mental capacity and their ability to comprehend or
understand.”55 As such, the conditions that they encountered hardened their already existing
racial prejudices. Consequently, almost everything African was identified with evil and “evil
was personified in Satan and his minions.”56 That was why the taking on of European names
at baptism “became a strongly symbolic act representative of this radical break with the
Kikuyu way of life.”57
What alarmed the missionaries most was the “apparent” moral bankruptcy of the
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Kikuyu. Knapp had no doubts that the Kikuyu had abandoned their lives “to every evil
practice that sinful, depraved hearts are capable of conceiving.”58 Another missionary was
certain that the Kikuyu were “much like children in their thinking while they have the evil
habits of adults.”59 Another added that the Kikuyu only seemed to care about how to indulge
in their “sinful pleasures” and “revolting vice.”60 According to some others, the moral
depravity among the Kikuyu was revealed by the sensuous questions that their women would
ask “when we expected their minds to be turned toward higher things.”61 Cagnolo concluded
that morals were non-existent among the Kikuyu, otherwise, how could they be found among
such people who had “become so corrupt as to raise practices openly immoral to be a social
institution?”62
Some of the supposedly immoral practices that Cagnolo was referring to were the
dance-songs which accompanied the circumcision ceremonies. The missionaries strongly
deprecated them for being vile beyond description owing to their obscenity which they
thought was “purposely designed to lead to sexual lust and immorality.”63 The dance-songs
were also taken as obvious proof of unusual moral depravity and a sign that promiscuity and
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sexual indulgence were deliberately encouraged for their own sake.64 That was why the
missions found it impossible to sanction the circumcision rites within the church.65
Although the dance-songs generally pertained to sexuality, they were, however, not
meant to be a license to indulge in sensual pleasure. The missionaries misunderstood the
large place given to sex in the circumcision ceremonies. The dance-songs were rather meant
to acquaint the initiates with “full knowledge in the matters relating to sex, to prepare them
for future activities in their own homesteads and in the community.”66 But the missionaries
thought otherwise and they adamantly refused to condone them at all.
The missionaries also hated the circumcision ceremonies because they often marked
the turning point in the lives of some of their adherents. Some of them would “turn back to
their old life and customs, and are lost forever.”67 The initiation rites also had the effect of
emptying the schools. According to Virginia H. Blakeslee of the AIM, many pupils could
hardly resist the magnetic attraction of the immemorial customs since “the affairs of darkness
had more attraction for them than the affairs of light.”68 The circumcision rites lasted for
about three months. The missionaries would be relieved when they were over because,
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according to them, it was “always a time of sin and wrong.”69
The missionaries also associated polygamy with sexual excesses. According to them,
the Africans married “for lust mostly, the men having further reasons, such as the need for
a woman to dig and cook - the woman to take away the stigma of being unmarried.”70
Polygamy, according to them, seemed to encourage self-indulgence as well as the lowering
of the dignity of women. Their conclusion was that polygamy was only advantageous “for
the woman of low culture, who has no real love for her husband nor any great desire to
remain faithful to him.”71
Consequently, all the missions in Kikuyuland taught from the onset “that it was not
right to buy more than one woman.”72 They also imposed monogamy as a condition of
baptism. Polygamists who wanted baptism and church membership had to get rid of all their
wives except one. On the other hand, a woman married to a polygamist could not become
a full church member, and neither could she be baptized unless she left her husband. Even
non-converts who wished to live on mission land had to conform to the monogamy rule;
otherwise, they were denied permission to settle there.73 Those already settled on mission
land were evicted if they became polygamists.74
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Nevertheless, some of the mission adherents often found the temptation and pressure
to marry more than one wife almost irresistible. On one hand, they were contemptuously
looked down upon and derided if they refused to become polygamists “after they have
property sufficient with which to buy another.”75 On the other, they were tempted by the
wages that they earned to marry more wives. In an effort to avoid such a temptation, two
young AIM converts from Kijabe literally prevailed upon Charles Hurlburt to abolish their
stipend. They argued that “wages tempted them with the thought of buying wives and other
earthly entanglements, thus preventing a whole-hearted service unto God.”76
That is why the missionaries considered the “immoral environment” to be detrimental
to their work among the adults and the children. They could not imagine that the children
were brought up in such an atmosphere which was not conducive to Christian upbringing.
They presumed that any sort of education that the children were given only dealt with
superstitious practices and immorality.77 The mothers were accused of instilling a love of
sensual enjoyment into their children from babyhood. It was further assumed that the mothers
also “taught them that violation of the seventh commandment of our decalogue is
honorable.”78 This kind of education was blamed for the slow progress of the gospel. It was
deemed to be a stumbling block which prevented many children from coming into contact
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with the gospel.79
But contrary to the allegations of the missionaries, the Kikuyu children were brought
up as disciplined and responsible individuals. This was done through an informal, rather than
a formal system of education. It began at birth and both boys and girls learned everything that
pertained to their expected roles in the society. This included the laws and customs that
governed the moral code and the society’s general rules of etiquette. The education
emphasized particular acts of behavior in a concrete situation since knowledge was
considered to be practical rather than theoretical. The knowledge thus acquired was related
to practical needs as behavior was learned from doing things. As such, boys and girls learned
all that they could through an apprenticeship to some particular calling and they learned it
almost incidentally. Thus, in contrast to the western system of education, the Kikuyu
educational system emphasized the building of character, rather than the mere acquisition of
knowledge.80
Interestingly, the missionaries attributed the “apparent” moral depravity of the
Kikuyu to the lack of religion through which they could transmit moral values. They were
certain that the Kikuyu were religiously a tabula rasa because what they saw was not
equivalent to religion. It was not a religion because “almost all religious forms and thought
are unknown.”81 They were positive that the Kikuyu only had a collection of taboos and
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superstitions, rather than a religion. They were accordingly not surprised to find out that the
Kikuyu had no inherited sense of sin. Such was the case because if a man observed “all the
multitudinous demands of taboo, which are almost entirely non-moral, he is a righteous
man.”82 When the missionaries adopted this approach, they failed to take into account the
difference between the individualistic aspects embodied in Christianity and the communal
aspects of the Kikuyu religion which was regulated by customs and traditions.83
The missionaries further argued that the low moral plane that the Kikuyu were living
on was also manifested in their language. Words that could properly express abstract
religious ideas were said to be non-existent in their language. Such words included love,
righteousness, faith, repentance, forgiveness, conscience, heaven, gratitude and sin.84 Once
again, this proved to be another hasty judgment as the presumed void was not filled with
neologisms from either Swahili or English. The missionaries later found the Kikuyu
equivalents for these words after they had become more conversant with the language.
A closer observation, however, reveals that the Kikuyu were not a tabula rasa as far
as religion was concerned.85 The Kikuyu believed in a transcendent and immanent God,
whom they called Ngai, the ruler and source of all things. They believed that Ngai lived in
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the sky and that Mount Kenya was his resting place on earth. That was why they referred to
God as Mwene-Nyaga (possessor of brightness), owing to the bright reflection emanating
from the snow-capped mountain, and also worshiped him facing Mount Kenya.86
The God of the Kikuyu, however, took little interest in their daily lives and was not
unnecessarily bothered. They only approached him when faced with public calamities
such as epidemics and droughts. The elders led the people in offering their prayers and
sacrifices to God under the huge spreading mugumo (ficus hochstetteri) trees. The trees were
not supposed to be cut down since they were considered to be sacred. Furthermore, the
Kikuyu did not have determined times of worship since the need decided the moment. And
neither did they have an official priesthood nor was there any preaching or conversion. These
were unnecessary because one was born into the religion which was interwoven with their
traditions and customs. That was why the duty of imparting religious knowledge was
entrusted to the parents.87
The Kikuyu also believed in the existence of ngoma. These were the spirits of their
dead ancestors with whom they were in constant communion. Ngoma had connections with
the living only but not with God. The Kikuyu believed that ngoma could cause misfortunes
to the living, such as illnesses, accidents and death, if they became angry for one reason or
another. As such, when misfortune befell a person or a homestead, the medicine-man was
summoned. His work was to cast lots and find out the spirit responsible, why and how to
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appease it in order to remove the misfortune.88
The ancestral spirits were appeased with sacrifices in the form of food and drink. The
Kikuyu had to pour out a little of whatever they ate or drank on the ground for the
propitiation of the ancestors. This was because the Kikuyu believed that ngoma could be
pleased or displeased with the living if such a thing was not done. Since no one wished to
incur the wrath of the dead ancestors, the ceremony of communing with them had to be
observed constantly.89 On the other hand, the missionaries interpreted this to mean that the
Kikuyu sacrificed to demons, something which was unacceptable according to the Scriptures.
The foregoing not only proves that the Kikuyu had a religion, but also that some of
their religious concepts, such as the belief in God, life after death and the existence of spirits,
were similar to those of Christianity. Nevertheless, despite their initial assumption that the
Kikuyu had no religion, the missionaries concluded that the general outlook of the Kikuyu
was hopeful. After all, the Kikuyu did not appear to be as unlovely as they had expected them
to be. They saw them as being “capable of rising from the slough of despond to the solid
rock.”90 This appeared possible because they looked intelligent and they also stood “far above
most of the races of the Darkest Continent in their capacity for progress.”91 Above all, God’s
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love would enable them to live and work among the Kikuyu.92 Nevertheless, they were also
emphatic that the Kikuyu had a long way to go. In the meantime, they would treat them like
“a child that can only learn to walk after many falls.”93
The foregoing justified the assumption that Africa’s conditions did not require highly
learned personnel in the caliber of a Paul or an Apollos to deal with them . It was argued that
what Africa needed were missionaries who had a brief training in a Bible school. It was
assumed that Africa’s “sinfulness,” “darkness” and “ignorance” did not require specific
scholastic and theological knowledge to combat them. All that a missionary needed was
wisdom, energy, zeal, devotion and godliness.94 Such attributes would enable them to combat
the adverse “spiritual blindness” that the conditions in Africa had produced over the
centuries. But the fight for righteousness was expected to be fraught with infinite hardship,
dangers, wearisome labor and discouragement. As such, it was considered unsuitable for the
feeble and faint-hearted.95
The GMS missionary was required to create conditions favorable to the reception of
the gospel in the best possible way. It was believed that he could achieve this through acts
of love and by exemplary living.96 The missionary was, therefore, supposed to set a good
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example in everything that he did. He had to be good in road-making, carpentry, masonry,
gardening, animal husbandry, administration, teaching, and being a judge for the
Community.97 His gospel was also supposed to raise the living standards of the people in all
aspects. That was why it included “soap for the body, clothes for decency, healing for the ills
of life, homes instead of huts, plowshares for the soil, books for the mind, and the Bible for
character and immortal hope.”98 In essence, the missionary was supposed to be a jack of all
trades but a master of none.
That was why the GMS was emphatic that its missionary work could not be compared
with that of the New Testament missionaries like Paul. The GMS argued that Paul preached
to literate people of his own country and culture since he was of the same nation by birth,
language, citizenship and customs. Moreover, unlike the GMS missionaries, Paul did not
have to spend years learning the language of the people among whom he worked and neither
did he have to struggle throughout his ministry with difficulties of accent and idiom.
Furthermore, Paul’s influence was not crippled by the inability to understand the viewpoint
of his hearers since he knew them, not as an American knew the Africans, but as an Asiatic
knew Asiatics. Above all, unlike the GMS missionaries, Paul “could live as a native and
preach without salary because he was in his own country and able to support himself by
working at his trade as a tent-maker.”99
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The GMS believed that its missionaries were seriously handicapped in ways from
which Paul was either wholly or largely free. They were aliens in Africa, transplanted there
at great expense and maintained with difficulty. As foreigners, they were obliged to have
many things that the Africans did not require. They had to economize on a meager salary
where an African could live comfortably on a tiny fraction of the missionary’s income. In
contrast to Paul, they also lived, thought and spoke on a plane so widely different from that
of the Africans that the chasm between them could hardly be abridged.100 Moreover, unlike
Paul, they worked among illiterate people and they had to study their habits and customs.
And yet their methods were supposed to conform to the local conditions as much as possible.
In spite of the differences, the bottom line was that the GMS missionary was expected, just
like Paul, to be “all things to all men, if by any means he may save some.”101
In spite of the differences, the GMS agreed that the outstanding feature of missionary
work still remained the need to spread the gospel. That was why its missionaries had gone
to Africa in order to get in touch with those with whom they were spiritually out of touch.
Like Paul, the GMS missionaries were required to help in the removal of the spirit of error,
together with its awful consequences. And just like Paul, they were supposed to do this by
setting exemplary examples for the Africans to follow; such as self-denial, which was
supposed to deter them from idleness.102 It was hoped that with such an exemplariness of
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their lives, they would succeed in instilling moral principles into the African’s mind and “lift
him from degradation up to the appreciation of uprightness and compliance with the laws.”103
The GMS further argued that a trained African would be an asset, rather than a liability to
the world, since he would be in a position to adopt higher standards of living. That was why
the missionary was considered to be “the advance agent to all the world for decency, culture,
refinement, character, and triumphant hope.”104
To crown it all, the GMS concluded that it was love which made missionary work
possible as it was impossible to preach without the love of Christ. Such was the case because
the very essence of missionary work was sacrifice and nothing but love could make the
sacrifice possible.105 It was indeed a great sacrifice to be a foreign missionary for it meant:
to leave civilization and go into the darkness of heathenism: to break away
from home associations, perhaps never to return; to depart from a land where
life is in so many ways protected and nurtured, and to take up one’s abode
where there is so much danger and uncertainty.106
The GMS pointed out that it was love which had enabled its missionaries to travel for about
10,000 miles in order to take the gospel to Kenya. In this, they compared favorably with Paul
for repeatedly taking very long missionary journeys. They were said to have:
crossed the ocean [Atlantic] and the longest sea [Mediterranean] on the earth.
They have passed through a canal [Suez] which may be called one of the
wonders of the world. They have sailed along the waters of another great sea
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[Red Sea] and have traversed the waters also of another great ocean [Indian].
They have had the journey by land from coast lowlands up to the African
plateau.107

And just like Paul, the GMS missionaries were also exposed to many dangers both
at sea and on land. The dangers included encounters with ferocious beasts, a hostile
environment and dangers from the very people whom they had gone to preach to. According
to the GMS, they persevered these dangers not only because of their commitment to the
Great Commission, but also because of their love for the unsaved.108
That was why the GMS was certain that without love, its missionary work among the
Kikuyu would have been impossible. The GMS argued that it was love which had enabled
its missionaries to overcome their initial shock at the conditions that they had found the
Kikuyu in. It was the spirit of love which had made them eager to convert the Kikuyu as
quickly as possible for fear that they might pass into eternity before they heard the gospel.109
Love also made them hurry to convert the Kikuyu before the vices of civilization had a
chance to make them “two-fold the children of hell” and “worse bound by Satan’s bounds
than ever.”110 It was also love which made them strive as much as they could “to snatch some
of these precious lives as brands plucked from the burning.”111
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Conclusion
Unfortunately, as was mentioned earlier in this chapter, the Kikuyu viewed the
missionaries and their work from a different perspective. That is why they were not in a hurry
to be converted for they considered missionary work to be inimical to their interests. The
Kikuyu’s attitude, together with other problems of the missionaries’ own making, made
missionary work extremely difficult. And it was not difficult for the missionaries to find
scapegoats for their problems. It is, therefore, hoped that the information contained in this
chapter will enable the reader to understand why the GMS missionaries fared in the way they
did in the course of prosecuting their missionary work among the Kikuyu.
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CHAPTER THREE
THE GMS AND ITS ESTABLISHMENT IN KENYA

Introduction
The GMS was formed in response to the Dwight L. Moody and Ira Sankey revival
movement which swept through North America in the late nineteenth century. The revival
movement was opposed to liberalism, modernism and rationalism which were in ascendancy
within Protestantism. The spiritual awakening was also accompanied by an irresistible need
to christianize the unchurched and to convert the unconverted, not only in America, but also
in the uttermost unevangelized regions of the earth in preparation for the second coming of
Christ.1 To meet this need, new churches, Bible schools and foreign missionary boards,
which were mainly non-denominational, were established. One of these was the People’s
Church of Christ of New Britain, Connecticut, which in turn formed the GMS as its
missionary arm. As such, the GMS cannot be separated from the People’s Church since the
two were interwoven to the extent that the GMS seemed “almost to be a Society within a
Society.”2 This chapter, therefore, examines how the GMS came into being and its
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establishment in Kenya.

The People’s Church of Christ and the GMS
The People’s Church of Christ was founded by Pastor Hezekiah Davis on 31 January
1888. Davis was a veteran of the American Civil War and was ordained to the ministry after
the war. He thereafter served as a pastor for churches of the Methodists and the Adventists.
Then in the early 1880s, he was simultaneously offered two pastorates, one to a church
offering a comfortable salary with a furnished parsonage, the other to a small struggling
church. Without hesitation, Davis chose the struggling and challenging Gospel Mission
Church of Southington, Connecticut, where he served until February 1887 when he resigned.
He subsequently moved to New Britain where he had been offered the pastorate of a newlyorganized church which had a membership of about 40 persons. His pastorate was, however,
short-lived because he resigned in December of the same year, and he thereupon organized
his own church, the People’s Church of Christ.3
The People’s Church was the first independent and non-denominational church to be
formed in the city of New Britain.4 One of its major aims was to provide a place of worship
for Christians living in New Britain, irrespective of their religious background or affiliations.
As a result, provision was made for those who could not fully subscribe to all of its articles
of faith. Such people were entitled to all the privileges of membership, except voting on
3
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business matters.5
The People’s Church was strongly evangelical, Bible-centered, and fundamentalist;
its expenses were met by free-will offerings. Its motto was “Jesus Only,” its creed: “The
Word of God,” and its test of fellowship: “Christ likeness.”6 The church also strongly
advocated the full four-fold gospel ministry of apostles, prophets, evangelists and pastorteachers. Its doctrine, however, was closely related to that of the Adventists and the Baptists.7
The People’s Church started with a charter membership of 33 and its first meeting
was held in the home of one of the founder members, where it was given its name.
Thereafter, the church’s meetings were held in rented buildings; first, in the Grand Army
Hall on the Main Street and later in Berkeley Hall. Then on 5 July 1889, the People’s Church
moved to Vile’s Carriage Shop building on Arch Street, which had previously been the
sanctuary of the First Methodist Society of New Britain. It was not until October 1895 that
the trustees of the People’s Church purchased a lot on Court Street, at a cost of $3,510, where
they expected to build their own sanctuary.8
But before the People’s Church could put up their own building, the Universalist
Society vacated their sanctuary on Court Street and offered it to the People’s Church. The
People’s Church first leased the Universalist building before finally purchasing it in July
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1898 for $7,500. The People’s Church was subsequently incorporated on 22 May 1899, and
the building remained its sanctuary throughout its existence.9
Another major aim for the organization of the People’s Church was the keen desire
to spread the gospel to the unevangelized parts of the earth. There was, therefore, a need to
train missionaries for overseas work. The need was met in 1895 when Franklin K. Hawley,
a close ally of Davis, contributed a substantial amount of money which helped to set up the
Hawley Bible School in his home, at Hawleyville. Hawley was saved in 1886 after he had
witnessed the miraculous healing of his father, John N. Hawley, who had been an invalid for
eight years. In 1892, F.K. Hawley was ordained to the ministry. His Bible School was carried
on a strictly faith basis and it was in operation for ten years. Some of its students included
the Knapps who became the pillars of the GMS work in Kenya.10
Nevertheless, it was not until after the People’s Church had sent its first missionary
to Kenya in 1895 that it became necessary to establish a missionary board to take care of
missionary matters. Davis was fortunate to secure the support of Revs. F.K. Hawley and
William P. Ray of Cambridge, Massachusetts, who were also keenly interested in missionary
work. The three clergymen teamed up in 1896 to form the undenominational Christian Unity
Association with its headquarters at the Hawley Bible
School. The Christian Unity Association had two major aims: to assist in world-wide
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evangelization and to interest individuals outside the People’s Church in its work. No
wonder the parish of Davis was said to extend from New Hampshire to Pennsylvania and
over into Africa.11
The Christian Unity Association became the forerunner of the GMS, and, as will be
seen later, it managed to send five missionaries to Kenya during its lifetime. After the death
of Davis on 16 January 1900, the Christian Unity Association was reorganized in 1901 under
the name of the GMS. The reorganization was carried out by Pastor Milton S. Anderson
whom the People’s Church chose in 1900 to succeed Davis.12
The choice of Anderson, a resident of New York State, proved to be a wise move
because he and Davis were like-minded in two ways. First, he was a missionary in his own
right as he had been carrying out missionary work among the people of Syracuse since 1892.
Secondly, he also believed in the imminent return of Christ and the need to send missionaries
all over the world to fulfill the great commission. He was, therefore, the ideal replacement
for Davis since his evangelical convictions were in total agreement with those of the People’s
Church. It was he who gave the GMS its own constitution in 1903 and removed its
headquarters from Hawleyville to New Britain.13 However, it was not until 13 December
1928 when the GMS was incorporated under the laws of the State of Connecticut.14
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The GMS, like its predecessor, was also an evangelical and an undenominational
society. Its primary objective was to carry on the work that had been begun by the Christian
Unity Association. Kenya was designated as its principal field of operation. The GMS was
responsible for directing the missionary work of the People’s Church, in accordance to its
constitution, which stated that it was required:
to teach and preach the gospel of Christ, to encourage the study of the Bible
and the holding of Bible Conferences; to promote Christian fellowship and
to send out and contribute to the support of missionaries; in conformity with
the laws of the lands where the work shall be carried on.15
The management of the GMS was made up of an executive board whose president
was the pastor of the People’s Church. The board consisted of not less than seven members
who were elected annually during the yearly GMS conferences that were held in the Fall. All
the officers of the board were required to be members of the People’s Church. The other
members of the board included a vice-president, secretary, assistant secretary, treasurer and
an assistant treasurer.16
The management of the GMS’s field work, however, was invested in the hands of its
missionaries. The logic for this position was that the missionaries were better placed to deal
with the needs of the work on the spot. The missionaries also had the privilege of electing
their own field management team which was headed by a superintendent.17
As was mentioned earlier, the GMS missionaries were not trained at the traditional
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theological seminaries. Such training was considered unnecessary on the grounds that
Africa’s “spiritual darkness” did not require specific scholastic and theological training to
combat it. All that was expected of the missionaries was consecration, knowledge of
fundamental Biblical truths and eagerness to do God’s will. Such missionaries were thought
to be fully equipped to deal with Africa’s problems which were considered to be “utterly
different from those that call for the learning and culture of a Paul or an Apollos.”18
The GMS also considered itself as a faith mission which was dependent on God to
supply all its needs through its supporters’ free-will offerings. But it was the responsibility
of the GMS board to solicit for funds, not only from the congregation of the People’s
Church, but also from the surrounding churches. However, the GMS’s method of appeal for
funds was not based on “the high-pressure system of human appeal.”19 Its method was
instead based on giving the people the fullest possible information concerning the needs of
the work as they could not be expected to contribute unless they knew them. The question
as to how each individual acted upon the information was wholly personal between him and
God and was devoid of pressure from the board.20
One method of soliciting for funds was through the publications of the GMS and the
People’s Church. Letters from the missionaries, plus detailed editorial accounts of the
progress of the work and its needs, were frequently publicized in the publications. The
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earliest publication, Times of Rejoicing, was a little paper which was published by Hezekiah
Davis in connection with the People’s Church. It was replaced in 1896 by the Christian Unity
Herald, a Christian Unity Association publication published at Hawleyville by Rev. William
Ray. The Christian Unity Herald ceased publication in 1900 and was replaced by the Gospel
Message which was in its turn replaced by The Messenger in 1916.21
The expenses of printing these magazines were taken care of by special freewill gifts
from the members of the People’s Church. The work of editing, wrapping and mailing was
done on a voluntary basis by the GMS and some members of the People’s Church. The
annual subscription fee for each publication, which was payable in advance, was $0.50, and
the proceedings were used for missionary work.22
The GMS publications were not the only ones that published news relating to the
GMS and its work in Kenya. Other supportive Christian and missionary journals did
occasionally publish letters from the GMS missionaries and other news relating to the work
of the GMS. Among them was the Herald of Life which was published by the Life and
Advent Union (based in New Haven, Connecticut), an ardent supporter of the GMS and its
work for many years.23
The GMS also used its annual missionary conferences as forums, not only for the
systematic presentation of its work, but also for the solicitation for funds. The semi-annual
conferences were held in the Spring while the annual ones were convened in the Fall. Cordial
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invitations were extended to the people who had shown keen interest in the GMS’s work in
Kenya. The main speakers were usually missionaries from either the GMS or other
missionary societies who were on furlough or retirement. They spoke about their missionary
experiences in a bid to highlight Africa’s missionary needs. In addition, selected letters from
the missionaries in Kenya were also read with the same aim. Lastly, pledge cards were
distributed for people to make pledges to support the work for the next six months.24
But contrary to Wanyoike’s book, which does not cite its sources, the People’s
Church had not collected an initial sum of $4,000 before it sent its first missionary to Kenya
in 1895. Wanyoike’s book alleges that the fund to send out the missionary was started by five
cents, supposedly donated by a black woman, to demonstrate her burning desire to have the
gospel preached in Africa. This was unlikely because racism made it almost impossible for
the whites and blacks to worship together. Moreover, his contention that the fund grew to an
initial sum of $4,000 and was also used to send missionaries to Japan is not borne out by the
available information.25 According to the available sources, the People’s Church, which had
154 members by July 1897, had taken in a total of $18,270 since its organization in 1888.
Out of that amount, $2,350 had gone to the support of its only missionary overseas who was
in Kenya.26 Secondly, the sources also indicate that it was only during the pastorate of
24

The Messenger, April-May 1935, p. 1; “Annual Missionary Conference of the Gospel
Missionary Society,” Ibid., October-November 1936, p. 2; “Fall Conference of Gospel
Missionary Society,” Ibid., October-November 1938, p. 2; “Conference Time Again,”
Ibid., June-July 1944, p. 1; “G.M.S. Spring Conference,” Ibid., April-May 1945, p. 3;
“The Convention Story,” Ibid., June-July 1946, p. 1.
25

Wanyoike, An African Pastor, p. 16.

26

Directory, 1897, pp. 3&5.

60

Anderson that the GMS began to forward designated gifts and offerings from individuals to
several missionaries who were not working under any mission board. These were A.E.
Stevens and his wife in Peru; Emma J. Whitaker in India; Horace W. Houlding in China; and
W.J. Taylor in Japan.27
There is, however, no doubt that the foundations of the GMS’s work in Kenya were
laid down in 1895. In that year, the People’s Church commissioned Frederick W. Krieger
(and not T.N. Krieger as Macpherson and Wanyoike allege) as their first missionary.28
Krieger was an American immigrant of German ancestry who had not yet been naturalized
as an American citizen. He had been converted through the instrumentality of the People’s
Church and had shortly thereafter decided to become a missionary. As a result, the People’s
Church sent him to the Christian and Missionary Alliance missionary training college in New
York for a short training. Then in May 1895, he was ordained to the ministry by the People’s
Church. But fortunately for Krieger, he was spared the arduous task of venturing alone into
Africa. He was fortunate to became associated with the newly-formed AIM which also had
intentions of establishing its missionary work in Africa. Krieger’s mission was to explore the
viability of the People’s Church establishing permanent mission stations in Kenya.29
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The AIM Connection
The AIM was formed in the summer of 1895 and it was the brainchild of Peter
Cameron Scott, a naturalized American citizen, who was born in Scotland in 1867. Scott
became certain that God had called him to be a missionary to Africa upon his conversion in
1889. He accordingly set out in November 1890 for the Belgian Congo, as a missionary of
the International Missionary Alliance. Soon thereafter, his elder brother, John, joined him
but he unfortunately died a few months after his arrival. Scott himself made the coffin, dug
the grave and buried his brother. His brother’s death only made him even more determined
than ever before to give himself wholly to the evangelization of Africa. But at the end of two
years, poor health forced Scott to reluctantly return home. He was so critically ill that he had
to be carried out of the Congo unconscious and at the point of death. Fortunately, he was able
to recover fully after about a year’s recuperation and he once again began to turn his attention
to Africa.30
Scott was convinced that the vast unevangelized region of the Soudan could be
reached from the south-east more successfully than from any other quarter. He was
particularly interested with the Soudan because its estimated 60 million inhabitants had never
heard the gospel, and it was estimated that 6,000 of them were daily going to eternal death
ungospeled. His plan was, therefore, to enter Africa from the east coast at Mombasa and
travel northward and seek to evangelize inland Africa. That was why he named his interdenominational society the Africa Inland Mission.31
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Scott was able to sell his plan to a band of young men and women who were ready
to sail with him for Africa. One of these was Frederick W. Krieger of the People’s Church
who became Scott’s assistant superintendent. Contrary to the allegations of Macpherson and
Wanyoike, Krieger was not accompanied by his wife because he was not married then and
neither were the other members of Scott’s party.32 The others were Willis Hotchkiss
(secretary); Scott’s sister, Margaret Scott (treasurer); Lester Severn; and Misses Reckling and
Lindberg. Apart from Krieger, the other members of the party were supported by individuals
who had volunteered to assist financially in maintaining the work of the AIM.33 The only
thing that was missing was a board to take care of the interests of the AIM in America.
Shortly after the formation of the AIM, Scott became acquainted with the
Philadelphia Missionary Council of Pennsylvania (PMC). The PMC was an
undenominational organization which was also formed in 1895 with the purpose of assisting
in world-wide evangelization. It was presided over by Charles E. Hurlburt, and the other
members were James H. McConkey, James Arthur, C.K. Sample and Mrs. E.M. Whittemore.
Scott successfully convinced the PMC to become the American representative of the AIM.
The PMC accepted the mandate because it believed that God had charged it to aid the AIM
in establishing its work in the Soudan. The PMC was also certain that if the AIM’s work was
of God, it would succeed; otherwise, it would fail. The PMC’s function was to publicize
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AIM’s work and to forward means and workers to the field, as God supplied them.34
After the AIM-PMC deal was finalized, the first party of seven AIM missionaries
sailed for Africa from the New York Harbor on 17 August 1895. Their number was increased
to eight after McLellan Wilson joined them in Scotland. From there, they sailed for British
East Africa and docked at Zanzibar in October of the same year.35
Interestingly, when Scott’s party landed, they did not have any definite plans
concerning the locality in which they would labor in the interior. Their intention was to
advance into the interior and establish their first station at a suitable place. Thereafter, they
would rapidly establish a chain of mission stations “whose last link shall some day, God
willing, be anchored in the heart of the dark Soudan.”36 However, it was the British Vice
Consul at Mombasa, John Piggot, who recommended the Kamba country as the most ideal
place to start. Scott’s party was delighted with the vice-consul’s proposal which they thought
was coming indirectly “from the hand and thought of our Father.”37
Scott and Krieger, being the leaders of the expedition, preceded the others to
Mombasa to make arrangements for the trip inland. One of their tasks was to re-pack their
supplies into packages of 65 pounds each as that was the normal weight each porter could
carry into the interior. In the process, they found out that it would cost $6.50 to transport each
load and a total of $1,375 to transport everything from the coast to Ukambani, without
34
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counting the original costs. That was when it dawned upon them that their work would be
carried on at an enormous expense, especially for the first few years.38
While at Mombasa, Krieger and Scott could not resist the temptation to preach to the
Swahili people, who were Muslims. They preached to them at the market place, through an
interpreter. Their preaching, however, received a mixed reaction from their audience. As
Krieger was preaching, some of the Swahili people were scornful and would laugh outright,
while others paid close attention. When Scott preached to the same audience a few days later,
they were very noisy. Some were filled with amazement, others with contempt, while others
were looking for an opportunity to break up the meeting. This no doubt stemmed from the
deep-rooted antagonism between Christianity and Islam and their belief that Islam was the
only true religion. Their behavior convinced Scott that there was a great need to set them free
from following “a false prophet.”39
After 17 days of residence at the coast, the AIM party set out for the interior on 12
November 1895 in a large caravan consisting of 42 camels and 300 men. The caravan was
escorted for 70 miles by 10 soldiers, who were provided by the Consul-General, Arthur
Hardinge, owing to the uprising of an Arab leader, Mbarak, in the immediate hinterland.40
The party’s progress was from 10 to 15 miles per day. The journey into the interior was
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accomplished amid hardships, arduous toil, perils of men and beasts and frequent attacks of
fever.41
After traveling for about a month, the AIM party reached Ukambani on 14 December
1895 and decided to establish their first mission station at Nzawi, which was 250 miles from
the coast. (See map 1). The AIM was, however, not the first mission to establish itself at
Nzawi. Thomas Watson of the CSM had tried to establish a mission station there in 1894 but
had almost immediately abandoned it due to staffing problems at Kibwezi.42
Nzawi, which became the initial headquarters of the AIM, was a little hill in the
Nzawi valley around which flowed the Nzawi river. It was 4,000 feet above sea level and the
site was surrounded by hills towering to about 6,000 feet in height. To the southeast stood
the Nzawi peak which Captain Lugard had called “the massive granite sentinel, that guards
the gate to the heart of Africa.”43 The AIM naturally wanted its headquarters to be at the
gateway to the heart of Africa.
Unfortunately, the pioneer AIM missionaries did not realize that Nzawi was not a
good site for a mission station, leave alone being the headquarters of the AIM, owing to a
number of factors. First, there was a scarcity of timber, not only for building purposes, but
for shade as well. Secondly, their arrival there coincided with the rainy season which
deceived them into thinking that Nzawi was agriculturally suitable, but in fact it was a semiarid area. Thirdly, although Nzawi had a good water supply, with many Kamba people
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around, the site, unfortunately, abounded with the fatal anopheles mosquito. But by then, the
mosquito theory of malaria had not been propounded as it was not until 1898 when the
connection between water, mosquitoes and malaria was fully established. And neither had
the need for mission stations to be founded on hilltops, beyond the range of mosquitoes, been
established.44 No wonder the missionaries were constantly sick, as will be seen later, because
the site was unhealthy.
After they had chosen Nzawi, there followed a long palaver with the local Kamba
inhabitants through Faraji, their Swahili interpreter. Surprisingly, the Kamba gave the Nzawi
site to the mission free of charge in exchange of a few worthless gifts. After they had secured
the site, the missionaries put up a temporary dwelling grass house measuring 30 by 12 feet,
71/2 feet high at the wall and 12 feet high at the ridge. Surprisingly, they found the house to
be much more comfortable and commodious than living in their tents. They also put up a
store-room to protect their goods from the inclemency of the weather and a small grasskitchen in which the cook also slept. The AIM’s mission site at Nzawi was thereafter
sanctioned by John Ainsworth, the Ukamba Province Sub-Commissioner, who was located
40 miles away at Fort Machakos.45
No sooner had the AIM party settled at Nzawi than they decided to open other
mission stations. Such a move was considered necessary because they thought it unwise to
have so many missionaries concentrated in one place when the field to be evangelized was
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so huge. As a result, three more mission stations were opened between March and September
1896. The second AIM mission station was opened by Scott in March 1896 at Sakai, 23
miles north-east of Nzawi. (See Map 1). Wills Hotchkiss was placed in charge and he
occupied a temporary little grass house that Scott had built for him. It measured 16 by 10.5
feet and it was larger than the one that Scott had lived in for two years in the Belgian
Congo.46
Three weeks later, Scott opened another mission station at Kilungu, 12 miles to the
north of Nzawi and 18 miles to the north-east of Sakai. (See map 1). Kilungu, unlike Nzawi
and Sakai, was thickly populated and extensively cultivated. The station was situated on a
little hillock overlooking a valley, which was enclosed by a range of mountains, the highest
being the Kilungu peak which was 6,800 feet above sea level. The station was at the base of
the peak at 4,200 feet above sea level and it occupied about 15 acres. Scott and his Swahili
workers hastily put up a small grass house, measuring 18 by 12 feet, which they finished
within a week. Then on 18 April 1896, Krieger and several Swahili workers, moved over to
Kilungu and took charge of the new mission station. He thereafter proceeded to put up
additional buildings.47
Krieger initially found the Kilungu people distant and uncommunicative since they
resented a white man living in their midst. They also tried to starve him out by refusing to
sell him any food. But after they became acquainted, Krieger was amazed by their generosity
which he had not expected to find among the Africans. Their generosity enabled Krieger to
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abundantly supply the Nzawi missionaries when the local Kamba refused to sell them
provisions in a bid to drive them out of the area. In spite of their problems, Krieger was
pleased because mission work had begun and he was hopeful that God would make it to
prosper.48
The fourth AIM station was opened in September 1896 at Kangundo, following the
arrival of eight more missionaries from Scotland and America. The eight included Scott’s
parents and his sister Ina Scott. The other members of the party were Thos A. Allans and his
wife; Jeanie Edward; Jacob S. Toole; and John W. Codd. Their arrival raised the number of
the AIM missionaries to 15.49 Jacob S. Toole was thereupon posted to Kilungu to assist
Krieger while Thos A. Allans and his wife went to Sakai. The remaining five missionaries
were stationed at either Nzawi or Kangundo.50
Kangundo was 75 miles to the north of Nzawi and it was John Ainsworth, the
Ukamba Sub-Commissioner, who had impressed Scott as to its suitability as a center for
missionary work. (See map 1). Scott subsequently found out that Kangundo far exceeded
their expectations as it was the most fertile and densely populated place they had seen since
leaving the coast. Its elevation was 5,500 feet above sea level and it was surrounded by hills
which sheltered it from strong breezes. A few miles to the north of Kangundo could be seen
the Donyo Sabuk hills while farther north, about 100 miles away, could be seen the snow-
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capped Mount Kenya. The new Kangundo mission station was occupied by Scott’s father and
Lester Severn.51
Just when the AIM’s work was progressing well and its future appeared secure,
tragedy struck like a thunderbolt from a cloudless sky. Scott fell ill and he unexpectedly died
on 8 December 1896 of malaria which was complicated by blackwater fever. Thereafter,
Krieger took over the mantle of the AIM leadership on an acting capacity and moved to
Kangundo. Unfortunately, he was unable to hold the mission together and it almost became
a footnote in historical texts. By 1899, Krieger was the only one from the original party of
16 who was still in the country as a missionary. Some had resigned and gone to work for the
government; others had gone into business; others had returned to America owing to illhealth, while two others had died.52
Krieger was among those who resigned from the AIM on the grounds that the faith
doctrinal basis adopted at the founding of the mission was no longer tenable. The AIM, being
strictly a faith mission, believed that God would provide all its needs through faith and
prayers.53 But following Scott’s death, the faith basis of the mission seemed not to be
working as the inflow of finances dwindled to a trickle. The mission’s financial problems
were exacerbated by a $1,800 debt which Scott had incurred with their suppliers at the coast,
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and which no one in America was volunteering to clear.54 To make matters worse, their
suppliers were threatening to cut off further supplies if the outstanding debt was not cleared
at once.55 Consequently, Krieger, who had an assured support from the People’s Church and
the Christian Union Association, found it extremely difficult to work under such conditions
and he resigned from the AIM at the end of 1897.56
The two years that Krieger spent with the AIM were distinctively those of pioneering
as they did little preaching. The missionaries’ greatest handicap was the language barrier as
the few Kamba words that they knew could not convey the simplest gospel concepts. This
was despite the fact that they had spent much of their time trying to learn the language. For
example, they only found out the Kamba word for “savior” after two years!57 As such, what
little they knew of the language could neither do justice to the gospel nor to the people.
In spite of the language problem, the AIM had established a small school in March
1896, and the pupils were all males from different parts of Africa. Three were from German
East Africa, one each from Uganda, Zanzibar and the Soudan, while the rest were Kamba.
Several of the pupils were supported by American friends of the mission and their yearly
support ranged from $35 to $50 each. According to Margaret Scott, who was in charge of the
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school, the boys were “not exceptionally brilliant,” although they possessed phenomenal
memories and were splendid vocalists.58
They also ran a small dispensary which was also under the care of Margaret Scott.
They found out that the principal diseases among the Kamba were colds, skin diseases, lung
troubles, bowel complaints, and ghastly-looking ulcers. Most of the men also suffered from
sore eyes caused by their custom of pulling out the eyelashes, eyebrows and beards by the
roots using a small pair of tweezers. As a result, their eyes were continually exuding pus, and
they also looked bleary-eyed to the missionaries. Many of the patients showed their
appreciation for the treatment that they received by giving the missionaries small presents
such as beans, sweet potatoes, milk and chickens.59
The missionaries, too, had their own health problems. Unfortunately, they had to treat
themselves as there was no doctor among them or nearby. The diseases prevalent among
them were malaria, fever, diarrhea and dysentery. Almost all of them succumbed to fever at
one time or another as they did not spare themselves from doing a great amount of manual
labor in an attempt to be self-sufficient in everything. Moreover, they worked under all
weather conditions, such as in the rain and under the tropical heat, thereby endangering their
health.60
They spent most of the pioneering period constructing various structures at the
mission stations. They built six grass dwelling houses for their own use, some others for their
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workers, and still others for their chickens and goats. They also made sun-dried bricks and
erected six semi-permanent buildings. The hardest work involved the making of the sundried bricks and using them in building. The work made their hands so sore that they could
hardly hold a pen.61
They also experimented with agriculture in an effort to cut down their expenses and
make the mission self-supporting in a large measure. But of their four stations, only Kilungu
and Kangundo were fertile and productive while Nzawi and Sakai were semi-arid with no
hope of ever being self-sufficient. Their crops consisted of vegetables such as beans, beets,
turnips, onions, peas, tomatoes, cucumbers; as well as potatoes, wheat, barley, oats, corn and
passion fruits. The AIM was, however, not an industrial mission. Such a mission was
considered dangerous to their calling because it would divert their energies from direct
evangelism.62
In spite of everything, the two years that Krieger spent with the AIM in Kambaland
were a useful formative period of his missionary life. The pioneering period laid the
foundations for his subsequent missionary work among the Kikuyu. He became acclimatized
to the tropical climate and also gained experience which became useful to him in Kikuyuland
after he had resigned from the AIM.
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The Establishment of the GMS in Kikuyuland
After Krieger had resigned from the AIM, he did not return to America, even though
Davis sent him $200 for his passage home. He instead moved northwards and he had by July
1898 pitched his tent at Ruiru, 45 miles to the north of Kangundo.63 His intention was to
enter Kikuyuland and use the $200 sent to him by Davis to inaugurate mission work among
the Kikuyu.64 Before the end of that year, he purchased a piece of land at Thembigwa (along
the Riara River) for 70 goats, from an elder called Gichinga, where he established the first
GMS mission station in Kikuyuland.65 Krieger became known to the Kikuyu as Kirika for
they could not pronounce his name properly.66

Thembigwa
Thembigwa was 60 miles to the northwest of Kangundo and eight miles to the northwest of Nairobi. Fort Smith, the only government outpost in the entire Kikuyuland, was eight
miles to the south. (See map 2). Krieger’s mission station was located near the top of a
hillside and its nearness to the forest guaranteed it adequate supplies of wood for fire and for
building purposes. By the time that the next three GMS missionaries arrived at Thembigwa,
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Krieger had only managed to build “a shed with a roof but no sides or ends except where the
roof sloped downwards.”67 The three were the Knapps and Gertrude Wheeler.
Rev. William Porter Knapp and his wife, Myrtle Isabelle Knapp, were from New
England and their family roots went back to the early days of European settlement in
America. Both were deeply evangelical in their religious outlook.68 Knapp came from a long
line of church ministers (through his mother) who had served in New England.69 On the other
hand, his wife decided to become a missionary in obedience to “God’s call to separate herself
entirely from the world and devote her life to missionary work.”70
The Knapps and Gertrude Wheeler sailed from New York on 17 February 1899 and
arrived at Mombasa on 2 April 1899 where they found Krieger waiting for them. They
departed from Mombasa on the next day, by rail, and arrived at the Sultan Hamud railhead
on the following day. Sultan Hamud was the last station open for passenger traffic since the
railway was then under construction. From there, they rode a Brake Van for 25 miles to
Nairobi where they pitched their tents. Their freight bill from Kilindini harbor was 300
rupees ($100.00) for the four of them plus their seven Swahili workers. It thereafter took 150
porters to convey their goods from the Sultan Hamud railhead station to Thembigwa.71
After a brief sojourn in Nairobi, the Knapps’ party left on foot for Thembigwa on 15
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May 1899. After Krieger had welcomed them to Thembigwa, they proceeded to pitch their
tents, one for the Knapps and the other for Gertrude Wheeler. So desolate did Thembigwa
look to the Knapps’ party that its only redeeming feature, according to Myrtle Knapp, were
“two cows grazing nearby and an old hen and chickens were in the background.”72
Knapp was not impressed by the way he found things. He had neither anticipated to
find them in the condition they were, nor did he find them in the condition that he had
expected. For example, he did not find “hordes of blood-thirsty, painted naked natives
wearing feathers and with horrid yells brandishing glittering blood-stained spears.” He
instead found “some very needy fellow beings, full of sin and sorrow, for whom Jesus died.”
He was also surprised to find the country to be the slowest he had ever been to as “no one
does anything until it is absolutely necessary, and then he does it as though he were going
to the gallows.”73
The Knapps lived at Thembigwa for three years in a three- roomed grass-thatched
house constructed of mud and wattle with a plain earth floor. The dimensions of the rooms
were 15 by 14 feet and the middle room served as a dining and living room while the other
two were bedrooms. One corner of the verandah was filled in with grass to form a sort of
enclosure which was used as a store room. The windows were square holes in the walls
which were closed during the night with wooden shutters. The shutters and much of their
limited supply of furniture were made from the packing cases which had contained their
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goods from America.74
Nevertheless, the GMS party had some awesome experiences at Thembigwa owing
to its nearness to the forest. During one night, a man-eating lion attacked one of the two men,
who were keeping the camp fire burning, when they dozed off. Fortunately, he was rescued
with minor injuries, and, thereafter, the men were armed with guns at night. The guns,
however, did not stop the lion from attacking them again. A few nights later, the lion dashed
in among the three men, who were keeping watch by the fire, and carried away Krieger’s
foreman, Mabruki. Once again, his colleagues were able to rescue him before he sustained
serious injuries. Next, the Knapps’ Christian servant, Saidi, whom they had brought from
Mombasa, was speared to death when a spear was thrust in between the logs of the cabin
where he was sleeping. The perpetrators of the murder were never apprehended.75
While they lived at Thembigwa, moreover, the Knapps could hardly preach as they
were not conversant with the Kikuyu language. They accordingly spent most of their time
learning the language which was not easy for Caucasians to master. They were fortunate to
have the assistance of Lester Severn of the AIM, who had much experience in the study of
the Swahili and Kamba languages. By early 1902, they had completed a preliminary copy of
the Kikuyu vocabulary and had also translated some hymns as well as the Lord’s Prayer and
some portions of the Gospel of Luke.76
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It was also while the Knapps were at Thembigwa that the future prospects of their
work looked bleak for the first time. Following the death of Hezekiah Davis in January 1900,
it became doubtful whether the church and the Christian Unity Association would survive,
since the two were closely connected with him. Consequently, the Christian Unity
Association decided to disengage itself from any further involvement in missionary work.
But before the step could be taken, a solution was found in the Fall of 1901, to the delight
of the Association and the Knapps. The solution was to affiliate themselves with the AIM
and this became a reality on 11 January 1902. On that day, the Knapps signed the AIM
constitution in the presence of Charles Hurlburt (director of the AIM), Lee Downing and
Lester Severn, thereupon becoming members of the AIM. Though Krieger was then in
America on furlough, where he married Miss Bertha Myers (a member of the People’s
Church) in 1901, the Kriegers also became members of the AIM upon their return in April
1902.77 Thereafter, Krieger became the secretary of the AIM, a position that he held until his
resignation from the GMS in 1906.
It was Milton Anderson, of the People’s Church, who was responsible for the GMSAIM merger. The merger deal also secured him membership in the AIM’s Philadelphia
Missionary Council which he retained for many years.78 However, the GMS-AIM alliance
lasted only until 1912 when it was dissolved after the GMS refused the AIM’s demand that
its work be incorporated into that of the AIM.79
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The GMS-AIM merger in essence meant that the GMS would continue to function
within the AIM set-up. This is supported by several factors which demonstrate that the GMS
did retain a certain measure of autonomy. First, the AIM only had the mandate of supervising
and directing the work of the GMS in the field. Secondly, the GMS board continued to
support its missionaries financially. Thirdly, the GMS was assigned its own sector within the
AIM’s sphere of operation.80
It only became possible for the AIM to apportion the GMS its own area of operation
after the AIM, the CMS and the CSM had partitioned Kikuyuland among themselves in
1903. This was done in an attempt to avoid conflicts and the overlapping of their work. The
AIM accordingly received the northern half of Kiambu district and the southern part of
Murang’a district south of the Maragua river. The CMS got the rest of Murang’a district
north of Maragua river and the south-east quadrant of Kiambu district. On its part, the CSM
received Nyeri district and the south-western quadrant of Kiambu district.81
The area that the AIM allotted to the GMS covered northern Kiambu and southern
Murang’a districts and it stretched from the Riara river in the south to Thika river in the
north. (See map 2). It included what became Githunguri and Gatundu divisions, and parts
of the Kiambaa, Lari and Kandara divisions. The area stretched roughly for about 35 miles
from east to west and 30 miles from north to south and it was about 1,000 square miles.
When Knapp and John Henderson toured the area in 1904, they found out that it was not only
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thickly populated but also “much larger than we had at first supposed.”82
As a result, Knapp called for the immediate occupation of the area assigned to the
GMS. He also suggested that a string of mission stations be established, each manned by at
least a married couple and a single man. He called for the establishment of the new stations
at once on several grounds. First, in order to keep other missions out of the area assigned to
them to evangelize. Secondly, new missionaries, unlike the pioneer missionaries, could begin
the study of the language at once since it had been reduced to print. Thirdly, many Kikuyu
people were dying without God and without hope. Fourthly, God expected them to either
become missionaries or to support those who volunteered to go.83 Unfortunately, Knapp’s
envisioned string of mission stations did not materialize because of the GMS’s chronic
financial and staffing problems.
Knapp’s mood was, however, a reflection of the general atmosphere that was
prevalent among the Protestant missions at that time. Their greatest desire was to occupy
their areas as quickly as possible in order to keep out the supposedly bad influence of the
Muslims, Catholics and other Europeans. Islam was accused of being a farce that was
deceiving the Africans whom the missionaries doubted whether they could tell the difference
between Christianity and Islam.84 On the other hand, Papal Rome was accused of being the
“Great Babylon” which was continually asserting its power against the progress of the
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gospel.85 With regards to the white community, the missions blamed it for its immoral
behavior which they were afraid it would be emulated by the Africans. Consequently, the
Protestant missions did not want the loathsome influences to precede them in their areas;
otherwise, they were afraid that they would have greater evils to contend against than ever
before.86

The Abortive Kibichoi Mission Station
Prior to being given their own area, the GMS had opened two other mission stations
in 1902 at Kibichoi and Kambui. Kibichoi was the first to be opened in February 1902 by Dr.
John E. Henderson who had arrived in the country on 11 December 1901. He had arrived in
a party of AIM missionaries who had sailed from the New York Harbor on 26 October 1901.
The party was led by the AIM director, Charles E. Hurlburt, and it included his wife and their
five children. Lee H. Downing (plus his wife) and Emily R. Messenger were also among the
party. The party left Mombasa by rail on 12 December 1901 and disembarked at Athi River
where the party split into two groups. The main group went to Kangundo while Henderson
and Emily Messenger went to Thembigwa.87
Henderson was born as a British subject in Jamaica before he immigrated to the USA
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where he was naturalized as an American citizen. Prior to becoming a GMS missionary, he
had briefly worked as a medical missionary with an industrial mission in West Africa, rather
than with the AIM in the Congo, as both Macpherson and Wanyoike contend.88
Shortly after Henderson’s arrival, the AIM leadership agreed that he should found a
new mission station within the reach of both Kangundo and Thembigwa. The expedition to
look for a mission site set out from Kangundo on 6 February 1902. The expeditionary party
was made up of Henderson, Charles Hurlburt and 10 Kamba porters who were carrying
Henderson’s goods and supplies. After camping out in the wilderness for two consecutive
nights, they finally reached Kibichoi, at the edge of Kikuyuland. They were welcomed by the
local people who gave them permission to select a site, provided it was not beyond their
reach. The unexpected cordial reception persuaded them to establish the station at Kibichoi,
rather than go farther west as they had originally planned.89
The Henderson party spent the next three days seeking out the most advantageous
spot for the mission station. Finally, they settled for a site which they thought was centrally
situated. The owners of the land received gifts worth three rupees ($1.00), in exchange for
“their marks on the deeds” that transferred about 40 acres to the mission. Thereafter, the
mission spent $10 to register the land with the government.90
88
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The site chosen was about 35 miles to the northwest of Kangundo, 20 miles to the
north of Thembigwa and 27 miles to the north of Nairobi. (See map 2). After the transactions
had been finalized, Charles Hurlburt and his party returned to Kangundo while Henderson
was left behind in a tent borrowed from the Knapps.91
The first thing that Henderson did was to put up a temporary house which was fifteen
feet square. It had a grass roof and ground floor and the sides were made of grass tied to
sticks and then mud-daubed inside. His only regret was that the timber was of poor quality
and had to be fetched three to five miles away. Consequently, the doors, windows, the table
top, the chair seat and its back were all made of small sticks, which were woven together,
since that was the best that he could do without boards.92 After Henderson had put up
quarters for his workers, Charles Hurlburt boasted that the hilltop at Kibichoi was beginning
“to look like a real mission station.”93
Henderson’s major concern was that it not only cost him a lot to live on imported
food, but also that Nairobi was too far away. He accordingly began to live almost entirely on
Kikuyu food in a concerted effort to cut down expenses. He was able to adapt himself easily
because he was tropical-born and had also briefly lived in West Africa. The local food that
he subsisted on consisted of bananas, sweet potatoes, yams, corn and beans. For meat, he ate
eels, wild guinea chickens and sheep. He also looked forward, as he told friends in the USA,
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to supplementing his diet with potatoes, green beans, peas and cabbages as soon as he could
start cultivating.94
No sooner had Henderson settled at Kibichoi than he realized that it was impossible
to for him to run the mission station single-handed. His daily chores about and around the
house, such as cooking, washing, mending clothes and gardening, left him with little time
for missionary work. He accordingly requested the GMS board to provide him with eight
rupees ($2.66) per month for the wages of two full-time laborers. He argued that the hiring
of the two manual workers would set him free to concentrate with his medical and
evangelical work.95
It also became clear thereafter that it was not wise for the only AIM doctor to be
located far away from the other missionaries. As a result, Henderson changed his residence
from Kibichoi to Kambui in the summer of 1902. This, however, did not mean that Kibichoi
had been abandoned. On the contrary, it was hoped that new missionaries would soon be
forthcoming to occupy it. In the meantime, Henderson continued to visit Kibichoi, at first
twice a week, and later once a week. Kibichoi was finally closed down and was abandoned
in early 1903 when the expected missionaries failed to materialize.
After Henderson had abandoned Kibichoi, Charles Hurlburt contemplated making
it the headquarters of the AIM, instead of Kangundo, because of several reasons. One,
Kibichoi was closer to Nairobi and the railway than was Kangundo which was 35 miles away
from the nearest railroad station. Two, Kibichoi, in contrast to Kangundo, was on the
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proposed AIM line of advance from Nairobi to Mount Kenya. Three, unlike Kangundo where
there were no people for about 40 miles to the west, Kibichoi was densely populated. Four,
Kibichoi was closer to the telegraph and prompt mail services than Kangundo was. Five, a
government road, which was being constructed, would easily connect Nairobi and Kibichoi
and make travel by cart and bicycle easy. Lastly, Kibichoi was a very healthful place in
contrast to Kangundo.96
Unfortunately, Kibichoi never became the AIM headquarters because the CMS
thereupon claimed the whole area north of it up to Mount Kenya as being within its area of
jurisdiction. This was despite the fact that the CMS had previously consented to the AIM
having the territory. It was also in spite of the fact that the AIM had by then selected a line
of mission sites all the way to Mount Kenya and made an application to the government for
the land. Surprisingly, Charles Hurlburt, rather than resist the CMS’s move, deemed it best
to surrender the area and “push on toward the great dark Soudan.”97
It was shortly thereafter, before the end of 1903, that the AIM secured a lease of
2,000 acres at Kijabe and shifted its headquarters there from Kangundo. Kijabe was on the
western side of the Nyandarwa ranges and was about 80 miles to the west of Kangundo.98
Kijabe, therefore, became the fourth AIM mission station to be established in Kikuyuland
after Thembigwa, Kibichoi and Kambui.
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Kambui
The Kambui mission station was established by the Knapps and Henderson in August
1902. The search for the site began in early 1902 when Krieger was in America on furlough.
An alternative site was needed, first, because it was doubtful whether Krieger would agree
to rejoin the AIM upon his return. And if he refused, then the Knapps could not be expected
to remain at Thembigwa.99 Secondly, the Knapps also considered Thembigwa to be
unsuitable on several grounds. First, it was not only too near to the forest, but also too low
to be dry enough for good health. This was borne out by Myrtle Knapp’s constant bad health
ever since her arrival; she was suffering from rheumatism due to the dampness of their
house. Another disadvantage of the site was the scarcity of Kikuyu people in the vicinity,
there being but few people nearer than four miles.100
The search for a site picked up momentum after the return of Krieger from furlough
in April 1902. On 29 April 1902, Charles Hurlburt, Knapp and their Kamba interpreter,
Kikuvi, set out to look for a new mission site. They first visited the village of a wealthy and
influential elder called Lurigi to the north of Thembigwa. Unfortunately, they found him
drinking beer with his friends which made it extremely difficulty to induce him to
accompany them in search for a suitable site. Nevertheless, they were able to select a
beautiful hill, which lay between two thickly settled sections, and looked far out across the
Athi plains. Lurigi agreed to meet them on the following morning to conclude a handingover agreement. But by morning, the missionaries had learned so much about Lurigi’s
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“continual debauchery” that it seemed unwise to settle near him.101
On the morning of 30 April 1902, the Knapps’ exploratory party set off westwards
from Lurigi’s village and soon came to another village which appeared to be more inviting
than Lurigi’s. It was owned by an elder called Kibbaki, who was not only generous in his
offers, but he also appeared eager to have the missionaries in his area. The two missionaries
selected a site and then went to Nairobi on the following day to register the land with the
government. Then on 2 May 1902, the Hurlburt party helped the Knapps to move their
belongings to Ting’ang’a, which was to the north-east of Thembigwa. Upon their arrival,
they were disappointed to find out that Kibbaki had changed his mind and he wanted them
to select another site farther away from his village. The unexpected turn of events prompted
the Knapps to doubt Kibbaki’s sincerity. Neither did they like the site that he proposed.
Consequently, the Knapps were reluctantly forced to return to Thembigwa and to continue
looking for a suitable site.102
To the delight of the Knapps, they thereafter received a delegation of four Mbari ya
Gathirimu (Gathirimu sub-clan) elders from Ruiru. The four were Kamau wa Kanja,
Munenge wa Munina, Ngwaro wa Mathu and Ngotho wa Kabuthia. They begged the Knapps
to settle among them at Ruiru and be their Europeans.103 Their invitation was, however, not
motivated by a desire for the new religion, but rather by security considerations. They had
concluded that since the Knapps possessed the awesome firearms, they could be of use in
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helping them “to keep off hostile clans, and the Maasai!”104 That Mbari ya Gathirimu was
not interested in the gospel was confirmed by subsequent events. Some of the elders, such
as Munenge wa Munina, not only forbid their children from becoming GMS adherents, but
also “moved away to get out of our influence.”105
After the invitation, Knapp and Henderson inspected various possible mission sites
on the land of Mbari ya Gathirimu in June 1902. They ended up choosing the Kambui hill
which had been abandoned during the Great Famine of 1898-1899.106 The famine and the
accompanying pestilence had left the hill littered with the dead and thereafter, the local
people had “shunned the place with superstitious fear.”107 After the famine was over, the
surrounding people began to dump the dead and the dying on the accursed hill. Furthermore,
anybody who wanted to commit suicide did so on the hill. Since the hill was not disturbed
by people or livestock, it appeared to be always in blossom. As a result, it acquired a new
name, Ka-mbui, meaning the hill of blossoms.108
Kambui was previously known as Ka-mbu and it had been a flourishing settlement.
Its natural barriers (rivers) had made it a strategically placed natural fortification against the
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frequent Maasai raids. The hilltop had been ringed with a hedge of tangled branches and trees
covered with thorny creepers which had made the place almost impregnable. In addition, the
hilltop had also been reinforced by rows of v-shaped man-pits, with sharpened sticks at the
bottom.109 Livestock from the neighborhood would be hidden there during the night as a
precaution against surprise Maasai raids. In case of a Maasai raid during the day, the people
and their livestock would seek refuge on the hilltop. It was also from the hilltop that the
traditional mbu, danger-signal, would be sounded whenever the Maasai were espied
approaching. That was why the hill was previously known as Ka-mbu, or the danger-signal
hill.110
Kambui was eight miles to the north of Thembigwa, 10 miles to the south of
Kibichoi, 16 miles from Nairobi and 45 miles from Kijabe. (See map 2). It was at the top of
an oval-shaped ridge which consisted of about 100 acres. The ridge was almost encircled by
two rivers which afforded it security and also made irrigation possible. The hill was 150 feet
high, 5,700 feet above sea level and two degrees to the south of the equator. Its altitude
afforded it an excellent view of the surrounding country. On a clear day, the over 17,000 feet
high snow-capped peak of Mount Kenya could be seen 80 miles to the north. The bluishwhite form of Mount Kilimanjaro, which was over 19,000 feet and 200 miles to the south,
was also visible from the hill. To the east, 30 miles away, the majestic form of Donyo Sabuk
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could be seen, while to the west, 40 miles away, were the Nyandarwa ranges.111
The Kambui ridge, which subsequently became the headquarters of the GMS work
in Kenya, was acquired free of charge. It would have been taboo for Mbari ya Gathirimu to
demand payment for such an accursed place. The owners could also not understand why
anyone would wish to live in such a damned place. They accordingly refused to part with the
hill at first in spite of Knapp’s insistence that he wanted it. He badly needed it, not only
because of the above outlined factors, but also because it would be the ideal starting place
to display the power of his God over evil.112 The standoff between Knapp and the elders was
finally broken by Chief Gitango wa Wambura of Ng’enda who persuaded the Gathirimu
elders to hand over the hill to the missionaries.113
When the Knapps were preparing the hilltop for habitation, they came across glaring
evidence of what had transpired there before it was abandoned. As they were clearing the
thick growth of underbrush, they came across the old fortifications of rows of v-shaped
man-pits with their sharpened sticks still intact. They also stumbled upon portions of tumbledown dwellings and parts of villages which had been abandoned during the famine. Some
of them contained bones and skeletons which conveyed to them “in language more forceful

111

Beulah C. Keefer to Co-Workers, 12 December 1935, The Messenger, DecemberJanuary 1935-1936, p. 1; Mr. and Mrs. Littlejohns to Christian Friends, 2 January 1936,
Ibid., December-January 1935-1936, p. 3; Hearing and Doing, May-June 1903, p. 7.

112

113

Wanyoike, An African Pastor, pp. 22-23.

“Evidence of W.P. Knapp,” Kenya Land Commission Evidence, KNA: KLC, vol. 4, p.
776.

90

than words the awful story.”114
After the Knapps had removed the awful traces of misery, they first put up a little
temporary grass house for their own use. Thereafter, they built a more durable house of sundried bricks with a roof of corrugated iron sheets. When Henderson moved to Kambui, he
at first occupied the Knapps’ temporary grass house before he built his own. The doctor’s
move to Kambui enabled him to concentrate with missionary work without having to bother
with housekeeping or gardening. He was also able to embark on evangelism at once because
he had quickly mastered the Kikuyu language as it appeared similar to a language that he had
mastered in West Africa. He was, therefore, considered to be in a position to “make the
message plain to the people.”115
Henderson and the Knapps next built the first chapel at Kambui in 1903 which could
accommodate 150 people. It was an imposing building compared to the temporary
Thembigwa chapel which the Krigers built in the same year.116 It was built with a donation
of $50 from Mrs. E. M. Whittemore and the friends of her West Side Mission in New York.
The church was built of sun-dried clay bricks with a grass-thatched roof and it had only one
glass window at the back of the platform. The seats were placed diagonally in order to
accommodate as many people as possible. The chapel was named the Door of Hope, at the
request of Mrs. E.M. Whittemore. It was supposed to give hope to those who had been living
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under the deprivation of the gospel for so long.117
The Kambui chapel was dedicated on 3-4 December 1903 and it was filled to capacity
by about 150 curious Kikuyu, whose presence was very encouraging to the mission. The
dedicatory sermon was preached by Charles Hurlburt while the communion was administered
by Rev. Bennett of the CMS, Nairobi. The dedication of the church brought to an end the
heaviest part of the building work, thereby setting the missionaries free to concentrate with
their evangelical work.118 But just as the mission was settling down to serious business, it
was jolted by the resignations of the Kriegers in 1906.
From the onset, Krieger had not appeared to be made of the stuff that missionaries
are made of. For example, a missionary was expected to save rather than destroy life but he
had on one occasion pursued and shot some men at Thembigwa who had stolen his cattle.119
He also seemed to enjoy hunting more than missionary work. During one of his hunting
expeditions in 1897, his hand was badly mauled by a lioness which he had wounded.120
Nonetheless, Krieger was an excellent marksman with the rifle. His shooting prowess had
prompted the Kamba to nickname him Mulasa Bolosya, meaning a shooter of hawks because
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he rarely missed them.121 In their turn the Kikuyu nicknamed him Muratha-Mburuchua:
Muratha (a shooter) and Mburuchua was an imitation of the rifle’s noise when it was fired.122
Moreover, Krieger was not only an early advocate of white settlement in the country,
but he had also been behaving like a farmer. He was convinced that the Kenya highlands
were among the few portions of equatorial Africa where the whites could “live in tolerable
comfort and immunity from the dreaded malaria of the lower portions of the greater part of
Africa.”123 No wonder Krieger was quick to seize the opportunity to become the owner of a
600 acre estate at Thembigwa when the highlands were thrown open for white settlement in
1903. He argued that the estate was meant to afford a refuge to those who would be displaced
by white settlement. In the end, the prospects of becoming a farmer overwhelmed Krieger’s
missionary inclinations and prompted him to resign from the GMS in 1906. He thereafter
sold the Thembigwa estate and purchased another estate farther inland at Ngurunga where
he became a full-time farmer.124
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Ng’enda
After the Kriegers had resigned, the GMS responded by opening the Ng’enda station
in mid 1906 to compensate for the loss of Thembigwa. Ng’enda was nine miles to the north
of Kambui and it was situated near the old Kibichoi station which Henderson had abandoned
in 1903. (See map 2). Once again, Charles Hurlburt helped in the selection of the site,
negotiations with the owner and registration of the land with the government. The land was
donated by an elder known as Kamau wa Githuku.125 One big advantage of Ng’enda was that
it was more densely populated than all the other areas where the AIM had established its
mission stations. It also had a magnificent view as it was situated on an eminence from which
could be seen, on clear days, both Mount Kenya and Mount Kilimanjaro with their snowcapped peaks.126
The pioneer GMS missionaries at Ng’enda were Charles Atwood and his wife Eva
Brent Atwood. The Atwoods were from New Britain and they had been married shortly
before their departure for Kenya. What was unique about them was that, unlike the other
GMS missionaries, Charles Atwood had personally raised the initial funds that they needed
for their equipment and passage. He had conducted a two-month campaign, by holding
public meetings in about a dozen cities, which had netted $1,500. They had thereafter sailed
from New York on 4 April 1903 and arrived in Kenya in May.127 They had been working at
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Thembigwa ever since their arrival, save for a short stint at Kambui in 1905, when the
Knapps were on furlough.
Like Thembigwa, Ng’enda also started with a temporary chapel in 1906 which could
accommodate about 200 people. Although it was not an elaborate structure, it was,
nonetheless, a sufficient protection from the elements.128 It was replaced in 1911 by a more
durable chapel which measured 50 by 20 feet, with a seating capacity of 260. It was built of
sun-dried bricks and bamboo rafters with a grass-thatched roof. All the woodwork was
painted with either tar or ordinary paint to preserve it from the ravages of the borers and the
white ants. The church’s six large windows and the door were arched and the two round
windows at the back of the pulpit were rather high up in the wall in order to give light to the
preacher without dazzling the congregation. The chapel was the only building on the mission
station that was built with nice straight sawed timber.129

Conclusion
Kambui and Ng’enda subsequently became the two central stations of the GMS
throughout its existence in Kenya. New missionaries were posted to either of the two
stations, although for some unclear reasons, Ng’enda was always better staffed than
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Kambui.130 The Central stations were occupied by missionaries while the African teacherevangelists were in charge of the out-stations. The two central stations of Kambui and
Ng’enda were significant in that they became the training grounds of the mission’s African
teacher-evangelists. They in turn not only went out and opened out-stations, but also greatly
contributed to the growth and expansion of the GMS work. Consequently, the following
chapters are devoted to the examination of how the GMS went about fulfilling its mission
of evangelizing the Kikuyu.
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It appears most likely that most of the missionaries could not get along with the
Knapps. Some would spend only a short time at Kambui and then move to Ng’enda, in
spite of Kambui being understaffed.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE EDUCATIONAL WORK

Introduction
The GMS began providing western education to its adherents in 1903. And just like
the other missions, the GMS became involved in the provision of education because the
Africans were illiterate and there were no government schools for them.1 The educational
work subsequently became the principal pillar of the GMS’s missionary work as it proved
to be the major gateway to Christian education and conversion. Education proved to be
indispensable to the winning of souls and the building up of men and women in the Christian
life. Consequently, the educational work was a fundamental and integral part of the
evangelistic work of the GMS since conversion and education were fundamentally
associated. As a result, this chapter examines the GMS’s educational work in order to
establish whether it was really an asset or a liability to the mission.

The Pioneering Period, 1903-1914
The GMS’s educational work was launched in 1903 simultaneously at Kambui and
Thembigwa and it was at first supported by the missionaries’ personal allowances.2 There
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was a morning school for the children and an evening one for the adults. Lessons were held
in the church buildings which doubled up as schools. The teachers at Thembigwa were
Bertha Krieger and Eva Atwood while the Knapps and Henderson were the instructors at
Kambui.3 None of them was professionally trained, except Myrtle Knapp, who subsequently
became the principal of the Kambui school.4
The GMS, like the other missions, was initially interested in educating children,
rather than grown-ups. This was based on the argument that the children, unlike the adults,
could easily be molded. As such, it would be much easier to inculcate the principles of
Christianity into their young hearts.5 But instead of getting children, the missions began to
largely enroll young men and women. As a result, the beginners’ classes were a mixture of
children and grown-ups of all ages.
The missions’ inability to enroll children stemmed from a number of factors. First,
both the parents and their children did not understand the value of western education then.
Secondly, the children were unavailable to attend school because they were engaged in their
traditional daily chores. Thirdly, the parents were also afraid that the conversion of their
children would alienate them and thereupon undermine their authority and hold on them.
Fourthly, the Kikuyu could not allow their children to enroll in mission schools because the
motives of the missions were suspect. That was why many parents made “a big effort to keep
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their sons and daughters from coming into contact with the gospel.”6
In an effort to circumvent their predicaments, the missions resorted to the practice of
giving incentives to the pupils for attending school and to their parents for allowing them to
attend. In the case of the GMS, the mission undertook to “clothe, feed and teach the children
free and give the parent a small present each year.”7 In contrast, the CSM treated its pupils
like its employees and paid them accordingly, “school being part of the day’s work for which
they were paid.”8 Unfortunately, the missions generally enrolled an insignificant number of
the children who were considered to be of no use to their parents. Such children not only
included those who were difficult, disobedient and destitute, but also babes and toddlers.9
It is, therefore, not surprising that many of the early GMS pupils were generally
displaced and destitute individuals who had sought refuge with the mission owing to
misfortunes. Such individuals were somehow more adventurous and had no choice whether
to become associated with the mission or not. Some of them were also mission workers who
were subsequently persuaded to join the literacy classes. Such GMS pupils included Ndaguri
wa Kinuthia, Kimani wa Mugekenyi, Toro wa Kung’u, Bubi wa Githuku and Gichuhi wa
Kamau.10 The few female pupils in the GMS schools were either destitute or the wives of the
male pupils who were considered “enlightened” enough to allow their wives to attend
6
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school.11
It was, however, much harder to get girls to attend school. Myrtle Knapp attributed
it to the girls’ lack of initiative and for being “more wedded to their heathen superstitions.”12
The missions considered the womenfolk to be much more conservative than their menfolk
in their attitudes to social change. Such conservatism, the missions contended, had made
them the strongholds of custom and superstition.13 On the other hand, many Kikuyu believed
that trouble and misfortune would befall them if girls went to school. They also did not want
girls to be educated because they were fearful that they would be converted and thus be
alienated from their customs. They were afraid that if such a thing happened, then the
customary beer that was made during the marriage feasts would not be forthcoming.
Secondly, they were also afraid that such girls would refuse to be married off to polygamous
men.14 They accordingly used a lot of propaganda in order to scare girls away from schools.
For instance, they were warned that they would become barren if they went to school.15
The implication of the failure of girls to go to school was that the male pupils could
not find Christian girls to marry. By 1914, for example, Myrtle Knapp was lamenting that
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there were “scores of young men wanting wives, and no Christian girls.”16 It was also very
difficult for the converts to get non-Christian girls because “many fathers were not willing
to see their daughters married by the converts and neither did the young women want to get
married to them either.”17 And neither were the converts enthusiastic about marrying
unconverted girls because they were aware that such a couple “cannot walk together in the
path of God.”18 Above all, the missionaries also considered such marriages dangerous
because they were afraid that uneducated wives would influence their converts negatively.19
That was why Mary Gamertsfelder of the GMS felt that there was “a great need for girls to
come and live on the mission station, as they cannot go to school or attend services in any
other way.”20
Consequently, Kambui and Ng’enda began to accommodate girls on their premises
in 1914 and 1917 respectively. The pioneer female boarders were both girls and young
women, some of whom had hitherto to “steal away from their villages to attend.”21 Thus, the
mission’s boarding facilities became safe havens for aggrieved females who wanted to
become mission adherents for one reason or another. For example, they became shelters for
those who wanted to enroll in school or to become converts, and those who refused to be
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married off to old men.22 Moreover, converted polygamous men would send their “extra”
wives to the mission where they would stay until they found someone else who was willing
to marry them.23 By 1915, Kambui had ten young ladies housed on its premises for one
reason or another.24
The girls’ work was conducted in the simplest manner possible. The average monthly
expense for food, clothing and other expenses was two rupees and seventy-five cents ($0.92)
for each girl. The girls grew most of their food, on the mission land, and they were fed twice
a day, at 11.00 and 6.00 o’clock. They were accommodated in the house formerly occupied
by John Henderson, who had since moved to Ng’enda. Their furnishings consisted of only
beddings and two big cooking pots. Mary Gamertsfelder, who lived in the same house with
them, found them very irritating, especially when they first arrived. They arrived “with lice,
and jiggers, flies and itch and their bodies smeared over with castor oil and red clay soaked
with the smell of sheep and goats.”25 Myrtle Knapp also found the girls to be much more
bother than the boys.26
Nevertheless, the missions’ practice of encouraging disgruntled girls to abandon their
homes and seek refuge with them became a constant source of trouble between them and the
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runaway girls’ relatives. They often had to deal with irate relatives who went there in pursuit
of their daughters. On one occasion, for instance, some irate relatives of a fugitive girl at
Ng’enda abducted the four-year old son of the Kehreins, Gordon, and demanded their girl
back in exchange of their son.27
The colonial state also considered the missions’ attitude of harboring runaway girls
as a provocative way of meddling in the affairs of the Kikuyu. As such, the missions were
required to submit such disputes to the DC for settlement.28 Sometimes, the relatives won
and took their girls away. At some other times, the missions won and the girls were allowed
to remain. Nonetheless, those girls who defied their parents orders to return home, regardless
of the DC’s decision, were subjected to very horrifying cursing sessions which were most
difficult to endure.29
In the early days, the education that the missions provided varied from mission to
mission as there was no government department of education to co-ordinate it.30 The
diversity prompted the Protestant missions working in Kikuyuland to form a missionary
board of education in 1908 to co-ordinate their educational work.31 By 1913, the Protestant
missions had adopted a uniform code regarding translations and school text books, in an
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attempt to avoid duplication and the wastage of their meager resources.32 Their co-operation
also facilitated the formulation of a school calendar in which the school was in session for
three three-month terms in a year, with each term followed by a month’s vacation.33
The GMS schools were in session twice a day during the weekdays, in the morning
and in the evening. The morning school was in session from seven to ten o’clock while the
evening school, which catered for the adults who could not attend the morning school, was
held from seven to nine o’clock. A typical school day began at six-thirty with a 30-minute
church service. After the morning school, the pupils went to fetch firewood, to draw water
and to prepare their lunch which they ate at eleven-thirty. From noon to three, the
missionaries were involved in the medical work. On the other hand, the pupils were engaged
with their various mission duties from noon to five. On Monday at three-thirty, Myrtle Knapp
had her weekly women’s sewing class followed by the women’s meeting at five o’clock. On
Tuesday, she had her weekly Bible class at five. Then on Wednesday afternoon, she visited
the villages while Knapp was left behind to attend to business matters about the station. On
Thursday at five, Knapp taught the baptismal class while his weekly prayer meetings were
held on Friday at five o’clock. The pupils were also required to go out preaching in the
villages one evening every week.34
The education that the missions provided was very superficial with a heavy emphasis
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on rote learning. It consisted chiefly of religious instruction and literacy skills. Religion was,
however, not taught like the secular subjects. The GMS was certain that such an approach
would have made the gospel devoid of its saving power. It was instead taught in such a way
as to convince, convict and convert, since their educational work was a means to an end.35
Other subjects were gradually added to cater for the advanced pupils. They included
arithmetic, geography, Swahili, English, drawing, teaching, preaching and typewriting. The
medium of instruction was mainly Kikuyu. Nevertheless, the education that the missions
offered was still shallow and the Kiambu DC, G.A.S. Northcote, writing in 1916, thought
that it needed to be carried to more advanced stages.36
In those days, the missions did not charge school fees as they would have excluded
many pupils from school since their parents were usually averse to their attendance. The
GMS instead went out of its way to support its destitute pupils through donations from
American friends. Their support ranged from $8 to $25 a year, depending on their age and
status in the mission. Such pupils were involved in crude work-study programs. They worked
for the mission for five hours each day and they were in return paid about $0.67 a month.
Most of the other pupils were self-supporting and they not only fed themselves, but also
bought their own books and other educational material from the mission at subsidized rates.37
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The missions also did not require their pupils to buy and wear school uniforms for
fear of driving them away. The pupils accordingly went to school dressed any way they
wished. Some GMS pupils went to schools dressed in old cast-off white men’s clothes, some
in blankets and some others in just a straight piece of cotton cloth. One young man went to
school with a ladies’ shawl about his shoulders while another went with a big bath towel
wrapped around him. However, all were keen to learn and that was what really mattered.38
Notwithstanding the above concessions, progress was minimal throughout
Kikuyuland since “it was very hard work to get any to come to school.”39 For example, by
1907, Kambui had only 15 regular pupils, 10 in the morning and five in the evening schools
respectively.40 By 1911, both Kambui and Ng’enda schools had an average enrollment of 33
pupils.41 It was not until 1913 when the Kambui school, which was built in 1909, was
enlarged for the first time. The cost of enlarging the school building was met by Mrs. Isaac,
the wife of the Kiambu DC, who donated $75 for the purpose. The enlarged school-room was
capable of comfortably accommodating 50 pupils or 60 on a pinch.42 It was also in 1913
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when Myrtle Knapp became the principal of the Kambui school.43
Such a dismal performance stemmed from several sources. As noted earlier, many
parents did not want their children to have anything to do with the missions. Many were the
times when irate parents would forcefully remove their recalcitrant children from the mission
schools. Such disobedient children were thoroughly beaten by their parents whenever they
were found to have sneaked into the schools. The parents’ behavior appeared childish and
unreasonable to Oren H. Scouten of the GMS, who lamented that the parents seemed unable
“to grasp the idea that it is worth while to forfeit present gain for the sake of future greater
gain.”44
Another cause of the poor performance was the high rate of drop-outs. Many of those
who were initially persuaded to attend school eventually deserted after a short while. Some
dropped out when they realized that the expected payment was not forthcoming. In 1908, for
example, many CSM pupils dropped out in protest after the mission discontinued the practice
of paying them to attend school.45 Some others dropped out because the temptations to leave
school for lucrative employment were enormous. They were normally enticed to work for the
government and the white settlers who were paying wages which were beyond the reach of
the missions. For instance, on one occasion, the Kiambu DC, W. Isaac, offered employment
to one of the Kambui lads at the rate of 20 rupees ($6.65) per month. This was a big
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temptation because the mission was paying its educated workers a mere monthly wage of six
rupees ($2.00) only!46
There were also frequent interruptions of the learning process which in essence made
some pupils part-timers. The worst interruptions occurred twice each year for a period of four
to six weeks prior to each harvest season. The women and children would spend days on end
in their gardens scaring away swarms of birds from destroying their crops. On the other hand,
the men would spend the nights in the gardens, yelling and hammering on old tin cans, in a
bid to scare the destructive porcupines away from their gardens. This sort of thing drained
the schools of pupils and the churches of their congregations for the people were “either too
busy or too weary to come.”47 Similarly, the annual circumcision rites, which lasted for about
three months, also drained the schools of pupils. Many pupils ran away as few of them could
hardly resist the magnetic attraction of the immemorial custom. They only began to trickle
back to school after the circumcision season was over.48

The Years of Growth and Expansion, 1915-1929
It was not until during the First World War that school enrollment in Kikuyuland
began to steadily pick up momentum. In 1914, the average attendance at Kambui was 50. It
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rose to 100 in 1915. By early 1916, Kambui had 130 pupils whose number increased to 200
before the end of that year.49 The growing enrollment led to the extension of the existing
GMS school buildings. For example, during the 1915-1916 period, three more rooms were
added to the Kambui school house. At the same time, the Ng’enda school building was
enlarged thereby making it a little more than double its former size. The GMS out-schools
also rose from three in 1915 to seven in 1918. These were Mitahato, Kihumbuini, Komothai,
Githunguri, Githiga, Gatirikira and Watitu.50 By 1916/17, the total number of pupils in
mission schools in Kiambu district was 1,862, out of an estimated 26,000 educatable
children.51
The growth in educational work met with mixed reactions from different quarters.
According to the GMS, the rising enrollment was a sign that the Kikuyu’s hostility towards
the missions was breaking down.52 The Catholics, however, denied the allegation and insisted
that the Kikuyu’s general attitude was still one of indifference. They also pointed out that if
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there was any movement to the missions, then it was hardly noticeable.53 On its part, the AIM
was certain that the increased enrollment was due to some malingerers who had taken refuge
in mission schools. By so doing, they were trying to evade being recruited into the military’s
Carrier Corps (to carry equipment and supplies) since mission boys were exempt from
recruitment.54 This view was supported by many Murang’a chiefs who bitterly complained
that many young men were seeking to avoid conscription by joining schools.55 On the other
hand, the Kiambu DC, G.A.S Northcote, found it difficult to discern what their real motives
were for enrolling in schools. He, however, assumed that the children went to school out of
curiosity, the young men to escape recruitment into the dreaded Carrier Corps, and girls and
women owing to “a desire to avoid the continual hard work which is their lot in ordinary
Kikuyu life.”56
Interestingly, some of the pupils were attracted by education which they considered
to be the “white man’s magic.”57 Others went there to acquire the white man’s knowledge
since it opened doors to material success. Some others went to school because they wanted
to learn how to speak English which was viewed as the key to many opportunities. As soon
as most of the pupils could read and write, they left school in pursuit of employment where
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they could earn big wages. Some other pupils went to school to evade recruitment into the
government’s forced labor service because pupils were exempt from such service when
school was in session. On the other hand, some other parents allowed their children to go to
school because their educated children would increase their influence and status in the
society. The GMS was, however, aware of these factors, but it did not mind having such
pupils because there was a possibility of converting them before they left school.58
The remarkable increase in enrollment, however, received a severe setback in early
1917. All the able-bodied mission adherents, aged between 18 and 35, were recruited due to
an acute shortage of the military’s Carrier Corps.59 About 2,000 mission adherents were
recruited, out of which the GMS contributed a total of 255 men, 140 from Kambui and 115
from Ng’enda. The call for carriers corps took away pupils and teachers to such an extent as
to render the mission work stationary until after their return in 1918. Enrollment thereafter
drastically dropped since most of their best teachers and pupils were recruited. Myrtle Knapp
lamented that “in the place of the large school, I have only a few small boys and a few
physically unfit for service, and the girls.”60 The draw-back, however, proved to be temporary
because after the war, the Kikuyu began to clamor for education like never before.
That the Kikuyu’s desire for education was genuine was demonstrated after the end
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of the war when there was unprecedented appetite for education in comparison to the
previous years. As Harry Leakey of the CMS put it, “the young Kikuyu are just crying for
education, education, education, education. And if we can’t give it to them ... they mean to
get it otherwise.”61 Collectively, the Kikuyu had come to regard education, “as a good thing
and as inevitable.”62
The Kikuyu’s interest in education was sparked by several factors. First, they had
began to realize that the white man was there to stay. In that case, it was best to become
acquainted with his ways as much as possible in order to be accommodated in the colonial
society. Secondly, they had also began to awaken to the fact that those with education had
better opportunities in the colonial set-up. Thirdly, the expanding colonial economy was
offering them more employment opportunities, unlike in the past. Fourthly, the government
and the settlers had adopted a conscious policy to recruit Africans, rather than Asians, for the
subordinate positions in their respective sectors of the economy.63
The breakdown of the Kikuyu’s hostility towards western education further became
evident when three of the most conservative chiefs in Kiambu began to send some of their
children to school. These were Paramount Chief Kinyanjui wa Gathirimu, Kioi wa Nagi and
Munene wa Gatonye. This was a big victory, not only for the missions, but also for the
government which had unsuccessfully been urging the chiefs to send some of their children

61

Harry Leakey to Mrs. Leakey, 26 October 1922, quoted by Temu, British Protestant
Missions, p. 148.

62

Kiambu District Annual Report, 1926, KNA: DC/KBU/19.

63

Tignor, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, p. 223.

112

to school. No wonder the missions had hitherto regarded most of the chiefs as unprincipled
tyrants who cared little for the missions or their work.64 So promising were the prospects that
the missions began to pressurize the government to introduce compulsory education for
African children and also to set aside definite months in the year for education alone.65
By 1921, the GMS Kambui and Ng’enda schools, plus their out-schools, had an
average attendance of 325 pupils.66 In the following year, the GMS had 15 out-schools with
a total enrollment of 484 (405 males and 79 females). By then, the CSM had 16 out-schools
with 807 pupils; the CMS had seven out-schools with a total of 450 pupils; the AIM had 12
out-schools with 499 pupils.67 The Kiambu DC, J.G. Campbell, considered the CSM to be
by far the most progressive and optimistic while the AIM was the least progressive.68 What
greatly pleased Myrtle Knapp was the eagerness and anxiety of the pupils to learn.69
Nevertheless, although attempts were made to follow the Director of Education’s curriculum,
“the whole of native education lacked organization.”70
The increasing popularity of western education among the Kikuyu persuaded some
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missions to introduce school fees. The GMS and the CSM were in the forefront in 1923
when they introducing a token fee of 25 cents (about $0.10) per term. Many people, rather
than pay, dropped out of school as they did not “understand what they were supposed to be
buying.”71 Consequently, the practice of charging school fees was discontinued in 1924 as
it had led to a decrease in enrollment.72 It was not until the late 1920s when the missions once
again began to charge school fees. Once again, the CSM led the way in March 1929 when
it began to charge a token fee.73
The Kikuyu’s awakening as to the value of education coincided with the awakening
of their political consciousness. Their involvement in politics was precipitated by a list of
grievances which continued to grow after the war. Their grievances included loss of land to
white settlement, the introduction of the kipande registration system, increased taxation and
forced labor.74 Their political awakening manifested itself in the formation of political
organizations whose aim was to mobilize the people and offer a united front against
colonialism. In the process, the missions became the victims of Kikuyu political aspirations.
The Kikuyu politicians suspected the missions to be secretly in league with the government
against them. They accordingly accused them of pretending to be friendly to the Kikuyu
when they were in fact government spies who wanted to learn all about their affairs.75
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The campaign against the missions was spearheaded by the Kikuyu Central
Association (KCA) which was the leading Kikuyu political society during the inter-war
period. Part of the KCA propaganda was that the out-schools’ gardens had been planted at
strategic points prior to the missions selling the land to European settlers. As a result, the
KCA encouraged those who had donated land to the missions, for use as school gardens, to
reclaim it. The KCA also led its members in uprooting trees and crops planted in school
gardens. The KCA argued that they had been planted in an attempt to establish title to the
land before alienating it. In 1926, for instance, school gardens at two CSM out-schools in
Nyeri were dug up and the crops destroyed.76
The KCA’s political propaganda was very effective and it resulted in unprecedented
attitude of hitherto unknown suspicion towards the motives of the missionaries and their
work. The KCA also sent vituperative letters to the missionaries and their African teachers
in an attempt to intimidate them. Opposition by the KCA, however, varied from time to time
and from place to place and from mission to mission.77
The GMS mainly experienced the effects of the antagonistic KCA attitude at its
Kihumbuini out-school in Murang’a district. Many of the pupils and teachers there were
KCA supporters or sympathizers. As a result, beginning in 1925, indiscipline at Kihumbuini
began to assume serious proportions when the mission refused to allow the KCA to use the
church-school building for its political meetings. The head-teacher, Mutaru wa Njoga, and
his teachers, were subjected to abuse for daring to resist the activities of the KCA. The AIM,
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however, fared badly in comparison to the GMS. In 1926, the AIM was forced to withdraw
its white staff from its Kinyona and Mataara stations “owing to the indiscipline and antigovernment tendencies of the teachers and pupils.”78
It should not, however, be interpreted to mean that the KCA and its supporters were
opposed to the education that the missions provided. On the contrary, enrollment in mission
schools continued to rise and the GMS’s educational work continued to grow. By 1926, the
number of GMS central stations had risen to three with the opening of Gathugu mission
station in 1924 by the newly-arrived Andrew Ruch and his wife. The out-schools of the GMS
had also increased to 18 with a total enrollment of over 500 pupils. In comparison, the CSM
had 16 out-schools with 1,317 pupils; the CMS had 11 with 880 pupils; the AIM had five
with 183 pupils while the Catholics had 20 with 376 pupils.79 By 1927, when all the central
and out-schools in Kikuyuland were registered by the government, Kiambu had 10 central
schools and 75 out-schools.80 In 1928, the Education Department estimated that there were
about 12,000 Kikuyu children in schools (of which 4,319 were in Kiambu district) and
another 5,000 had already gone through them.81
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The Quest for Higher Education
Nevertheless, as early as 1924, the Kikuyu had come to realize that the education that
was offered by the missions was not progressive enough since there was no high school for
the Africans in the colony. In that year, the Kiambu leaders began to pressurize the
government to establish a secular high school for the Africans, a call that went unheeded.82
The need for such a school had been recognized by the Kiambu DC, G.A.S. Northcote, who
had recommended in 1916/17 that a high school, with facilities for technical training, be
established by the government in the district.83 A year later, Northcote had changed his mind
and was instead insisting that the need for a European high school was much more urgent
and of paramount importance than that for the Africans.84
In 1926, the Kikuyu decided to take matters in their own hands. In that year, each of
the three newly-inaugurated Local Native Councils (LNCs) in Kikuyuland decided to build
its own central high school. The Kiambu LNC decided to build its secular central high school
at Githunguri within the GMS area of jurisdiction. The LNC also proposed a partnership with
the government whereby the government would provide the school with European teachers.
The ambition of the LNC was to have a school which would provide as advanced education
as any European school in the colony. The LNC further passed a resolution to raise 10,000
sterling pounds ($50,000) for the building of the high school. This showed their willingness
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to tax themselves for the purpose. By 1928, the LNC had collected 6000 sterling pounds
($30,000) for building the high school.85
Unfortunately, the Kiambu LNC’s high school did not materialize because it was
vetoed by the government and the missions who considered it premature. The Director of
Education, H.S. Scott, even wondered whether the LNC knew the difference between a high
school and an elementary “C” school. He further regretted the wisdom of having allowed the
Africans to think “of schools in terms of high schools and even universities.”86 On the other
hand, the missions wondered whether the Africans realized “the enormous cost of education,
and the way our British system has been slowly built up by centuries of hard work and selfsacrifice.”87 Scott teamed up with the missions in repeatedly urging the LNC to instead give
the money that it had collected to the missions for the purpose of improving their existing
schools. The LNC was, however, adamant that it could only assist the missions after its own
school at Githunguri had been started. To which Scott responded by storming out of the
meeting after declaring that he would never sanction their project. On its part, the LNC
resolved that the money would remain unvoted until the time when the Director of Education
would sanction the building of the school.88
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The foregoing demonstrates that the government was determined to deny the Africans
higher education while the missions were opposed to secular education. Surprisingly, there
was then not even a single government high school in the entire colony! By the 1920s, the
government had established only three institutions of “higher learning” which served the
whole colony. These were the Jeanes school at Kabete which trained teachers to supervise
the “A” village elementary schools; the Kabete Native Industrial Training Depot for training
African artisans; and the Henry Scott Agricultural Laboratory for training African
agricultural instructors.89 On the other hand, the colony had only two mission high schools
which were established in the 1920s. These were the Alliance High School which was started
by the Protestant missions in 1926 and the Kabaa high school which the Catholics
established among the Kamba in 1927.
The government refused to sanction the building of the LNC’s high school because
it was interested in technical, rather than literary education. In fact, the government had been
criticizing the mission schools for producing what it considered to be quasi-literate
individuals who lacked any handicraft know-how. The government alleged that such mission
graduates were ashamed of doing manual labor which they considered to be below their
dignity. The government was also alarmed that the number of such “undesirable” and
“indisciplined” individuals, for whom there could never be clerical employment, was
increasing daily. The unlimited supply of such “indifferent” clerks was demonstrated by the
1924 intimation of C.M. Dobbs, the Kiambu DC, that a “hut” counter was needed and his
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office “was almost immediately flooded out with applicants.”90
The government was afraid that such individuals constituted a potential danger. It
pointed out that when such individuals failed to get the desired employment, they developed
into an undesirable unemployable class which swelled the ranks of the discontented and
seditious. They as a result failed to become useful citizens and they often ended up becoming
political malcontents. They accordingly constituted a problem which required tactful
handling as the discontent and disloyalty arising from them might be considerable in the
future. That was why the government was afraid that as the demand for education increased,
so would the number of such individuals increase, as it was not a question of idle rich but of
idle poor.91
The GMS was among the missions that were singled out for criticism for providing
a general clerical education. The government rather wanted pupils to be given at least equal
hours of literary and technical education to avoid the supposedly side-effects of a one-sided
literary education. Only the CSM, the CMS and the Catholics were commended for
providing some technical education at their central schools. The Catholics were also credited
with the production of disciplined individuals, in comparison to the Protestant missions,
whose graduates’ discipline was found to be somewhat deficient.92
On the other hand, the missions rejected the government’s contention that their
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graduates were half baked. Although they agreed that theirs was not a perfect system of
education, they nevertheless insisted that it was given in good faith and that their pupils
learned to do useful work. They added that their education mainly provided the basic
materials for others to build on. They further resented wholesome judgment based on a few
odd mission graduates who were not representative of all their graduates. Above all, they
were emphatic that the results of their work were evident to any broad and open-minded
person. These included clean and hygienic villages, small industries, carriage transport,
carpenters, masons, stone dressers, drivers, clerks and chiefs.93
It is clear that racism was behind the government’s rationalization for technical
training. It argued that technical education was necessary to counter-balance literary
education because it considered the Africans “not yet ready to cope with highly abstract
forms of thinking.”94 By so doing, the government was justifying the training of Africans for
subordinate roles of working under European supervision. To facilitate this, the government
revised and expanded the scope of the policy it had introduced in 1911 of giving grants-inaid to the industrial missions. As such, the non-industrial missions, like the GMS, did not
benefit from the policy. The policy varied from time to time and it was applied until 1934
when it was ironically stopped on the grounds that it was being overdone. It was replaced by
manual training as a part of the general educational curriculum.95
Interestingly, the missions had from the onset been teaching their pupils practical
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training that stressed manual skills. Such an education was considered indispensable to the
building of their pupils’ character. The missions had undertaken to teach their pupils how to
do manual labor on the grounds that unless they were taught, they would continue to “live
in the physical, mental and moral uncleanness of their home surroundings.”96 This was based
on the argument that simply giving them the gospel was not enough. Practical training, which
was considered to be an integral part of practical Christianity, was supposed to help them to
translate the Christian teachings into the realities of every-day life. The training was also
supposed to equip and make them shining examples for their own people to follow. That was
why the missions assigned the teaching of manual labor a prominent place in the curriculum.
Furthermore, their aim was not to educate the Africans to compete with the white man, but
rather to equip them to become useful subjects of the crown.97
The GMS accordingly followed a standard of instruction which did not neglect
manual work while educating the heart and the mind. It gave its pupils instruction in various
forms of manual labor designed to transform their “heathen hut” into Christian homes. They
were taught skills such as gardening, sewing and practical hygiene. Girls were in addition
taught housewifery, cooking, knitting, child welfare and nursing the sick. Men were also
taught building and the art of making simple furniture.98 The males were in addition taught
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how to “help in general work as shall relieve their wives from being beasts of burden.”99
Clearly, the government’s educational objectives were at variance with those of the
GMS which had specifically gone to Kenya, not to educate, but to make conversions. As a
result, the education that the GMS provided not only enabled the mission to reach the heart
of the African, but also his mind as well. Consequently, the GMS’s education was a means
to an end and not vise versa. It was part of the mission’s gospel package since the GMS was
emphatic that education devoid of the gospel would be more harmful to the Africans since
the fear of the Lord was the beginning of wisdom.100 As such, the mission insisted that only
the gospel could help the African to develop a fear of the Lord, otherwise, without it, his
education would largely be a power for evil rather than good.101 Such was the case, argued
Knapp, because education made “a worse rascal of the unsaved than he was before; for he
has means to exercise his rascality to a greater advantage than he did before he learned to
read.”102
The other aim of the GMS providing education to its adherents was to enable them
to read the Scriptures for themselves. The mission argued that its adherents could not be
expected to be steadfast without the ability to read the Bible. It was hoped that once they
became literate, they would, like the Bereans, “search the Scriptures and see for themselves
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if the things which we are telling them are so.”103 Thereupon, it was further hoped, their
hearts would be pricked by the truth and they would as a result become committed
Christians.104 That way, the GMS’s educational work proved to be not only the most
powerful weapon of evangelization, but also the most fruitful department of their work as
most of their pupils were converted.105
Another aim of the GMS schools was to create a pool from which the mission could
draw teacher-evangelists, inquirers and catechumens to assist the mission in spreading the
gospel. The mission’s schools were accordingly equivalent to training institutions for its
soul-winners who could not be expected to spread the gospel without literacy skills. That was
why the GMS laid greater emphasis on its educational work since it was considered to be
indispensable to aggressive evangelism.106
The GMS also highly valued its educational work because it produced Christian men
and women who got married and established Christian homes. Each couple was married
either in a civil or church wedding, depending on its status in the mission. Church weddings
were held in the church and they were for those who were being married for the first time.
On the other hand, civil marriages were held in the mission’s office and they were for
couples who had been married before they became Christians and those who had been
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married while they were out of fellowship.107
Before each GMS girl could be married, her father was required to give his consent
by putting his thumb mark on the piece of paper that was demanded by the government. The
mission also required the fathers to pay for the wedding dresses of their daughters.
Thereafter, the bans were read in the church for three consecutive Sundays before the
wedding was performed.108
The first GMS church wedding was solemnized on 24 December 1907 and the couple
was Kimani wa Mugekenyi (the Knapps’ cook) and Mukami.109 The early GMS weddings
were identical in that the bridegrooms wore a “white duck suit.” It had been bought by one
of the men for his wedding and it had thereafter been loaned to every succeeding bridegroom.
On the other hand, the brides wore a dress made from plain white unbleached muslin dress
and a little veil which just covered the head. Both bride and the bridegroom would be
barefooted.110
To the GMS, each wedding meant that another Christian home had sprung up to shine
out into the surrounding spiritual darkness. Such well-ordered Christian homes were
considered to be a power and influence unto themselves in inspiring the non-believers to
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desire the things of God. The GMS also viewed the Christian homes as an indication that its
work was growing since every wedding was considered to be equivalent to one more lamp
shining out in the darkness. That way, the Christian homes became the greatest indicators of
the success of the GMS’s evangelical work.111
Notwithstanding the foregoing, the stalemate between the government and the
Kikuyu over the establishment of their own central high schools was finally broken in 1929.
The catalyst that precipitated the breakthrough was the 1929 female circumcision crisis. The
crisis arose when the missions tried to stamp out female circumcision among their adherents
on the grounds that it was medically and religiously wrong. The Kikuyu, however, resisted
because they were afraid that the abolition of female circumcision would be tantamount to
destroying them as a people. The crisis cost the missions their monopoly over African
education since government and independent Kikuyu schools were established thereafter.
The independent schools were established by those who broke away because the missions
were unwilling to distinguish between secular education and religious teaching.112
This is because the missionaries had failed to realize the value of female circumcision
to the Kikuyu. They only saw the physical aspect of it which they had from the onset
deprecated as being a libidinous and brutalizing sexual mutilation of women. Medically, they
alleged that the operation led to the development of a hard unyielding fibrous tissue which
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made childbirth difficult and even to the death of the mothers and their unborn children.
Religiously, they insisted that clitoridectomy “led to evil” although it was “not sinful in
itself.”113 They could, therefore, not tolerate it because of its attendant health risks and its
incompatibility with their teachings.
The GMS was among the three Protestant missions which lost heavily during the
crisis. The GMS losses were, however, the least of the three. It lost about 25% of the children
on its school roll while the CSM and the AIM lost 53% and 50% of their pupils
respectively.114 Most of the GMS losses occurred at its out-schools, particularly those around
Ng’enda and Kihumbuini. This was because there were no white folk at Ng’enda at the time
to calm and direct their adherents, since they had all taken refuge at Kambui.115 Not only did
the GMS lose some of its pupils, but it also lost some of its teachers and out-schools to the
Kikuyu independent schools movement.116
The independent schools were established by former mission adherents who wanted
to embrace Christianity without denouncing their cherished customs. Their schools were,
therefore, entirely free from missionary influence, both in educational and religious matters.
The independent schools movement was also a manifestation of the growing political
consciousness amongst the Kikuyu which found expression in a desire to control their own
affairs. A new government ordinance permitted the opening of independent schools. Their
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schools were normally situated in close proximity to the mission schools and hence
continual hostility between them and the missions resulted. By 1935, there were over 50
authorized independent schools in Central Province with about 2,500 pupils.117
The 1929 female circumcision crisis also compelled the government to change its
policy and sanction the construction of the long-awaited high schools in Kikuyuland. This
was done in an attempt “to show that the white man was not always trying to suppress the
black man.”118 Towards the end of 1930, the government sanctioned the construction of three
central schools at Nyeri, Murang’a and Kiambu, which would be built in 1931, 1932 and
1933 respectively. But by 1933, none of the schools had been constructed. In that year, the
government changed its mind and instead forced the three Kikuyu LNCs to pool their funds
together in the erection and maintenance of a large central school at Kagumo in Nyeri. The
Director of Education justified the move by pointing out that one school would be more
economical to manage than would separate schools for each of the three districts.119
The Kiambu LNC was, however, shocked in March 1934 to learn that the combined
school was to be a primary school. The LNC vehemently denied to ever agreeing to such a
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school being established. The councilors instead insisted that they had all along been under
the impression that the school would be a high school for the province. On the other hand,
the Director of Education was adamant that there had never been any intention that the
Kagumo School should be a high school. Disillusioned, the Kiambu LNC voted its 1935
share for the maintenance of the Kagumo School under protest, thereupon stating that it did
not wish to send any pupils to Kagumo.120

The Years of Stagnation and Decline, 1930-1946
By the 1930s, three categories of elementary schools had emerged. These were the
full-fledged primary “C” schools, the elementary “B” schools and the sub-elementary “A”
schools. A school was supposed to be an institution in which not less than ten pupils were
receiving regular instruction. All the initial instruction was given in the vernacular. By then,
there was also a marked transition from adolescent and adult pupils to children pupils.
Moreover, pupils from Christian homes had adopted khaki suits and dresses while the nonChristian pupils “only wore a dirty cloth thrown loosely over their bodies and tied up on the
shoulders.”121
The “A” sub-elementary schools were the most common with the poorest facilities
and they formed the base of the education pyramid. There were hundreds of such schools

120

121

Kiambu District Annual Report, 1934, KNA: DC/KBU/26.

Beulah C. Keefer, “Sunday Service at Kambui,” The Messenger, August-September
1937, p. 4.

129

built of simple material in the villages and without teachers in residence. Pupils received a
most elementary type of education for a period of about two years from largely unqualified
teachers. It included simple instruction in religion, agriculture, drill, games, hygiene,
arithmetic, reading and writing. The successful pupils were promoted to join the
intermediate “B” schools for further education.122
The “B” intermediate schools were a much smaller group that provided an elementary
education in all subjects up to Standard IV. One or more teachers resided in each school. The
“B” schools also provided teachers for the lower schools since each was the nucleus of a
group of village schools. The bright pupils from these schools joined the primary “C” schools
at the central station for advanced studies.123
The primary “C” schools were not only boarding schools, but also the most advanced
since they were supposed to have technical training facilities. Vocational courses were
provided because most of the pupils were adolescents and adults, rather than children. Most
of the schools were, therefore, entitled to the government’s grants-in aid. Some of the schools
were entirely staffed and manned by the government while the rest were the missions’ central
schools. These primary schools were few and far in between and they provided a course of
about eight years. The successful pupils thereafter joined the junior secondary schools where
all instruction was given in English. The few who managed to pass their secondary school
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exams joined Makerere College in Uganda, the only such college in East Africa.124
Interestingly, even though the GMS Kambui and Ng’enda schools were central
primary schools, they were nonetheless classified as “B” schools. This was simply because
they lacked technical training facilities. As such, they were not entitled to receive the
government’s grants-in-aid to schools.125 But it was unfair for the government to classify the
two central schools of the GMS with the out-schools (simply because they lacked technical
training facilities) as they could not be compared to the latter.
The out-schools could only be opened with the government’s permission and the
consent of the landowner and the local people. It was also upon the local people to construct
the school buildings through self-help and pay most of the teachers. As such, their
connections with the central schools were mainly limited to very rare advisory and inspection
tours. In the early days, the out-schools were unpopular with most chiefs; partly because they
were utilized by some refuges from the calls of labor and partly because they appeared to
“constitute the setting up of one authority within another.”126
Most of the out-schools were usually housed in a single room building in which
different grades met at the same time. Discipline was, therefore, an important feature of the
teacher’s work since the pupils ranged from little children to grown-ups. In essence, the
teacher was a supervisor. He supervised the younger classes, which he put in charge of some
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of the more advanced students, while he taught the advanced classes.127
The GMS had many outstanding teacher-evangelists who served it faithfully for many
years. They included Kihurani wa Gatundu from the Mitahato out-school; Wanyoike wa
Kamawe from Komothai; Watatua from Githiga; Mutaru wa Njoga from Kihumbuini; Kabui
wa Magu from Ng’enda; Kimani wa Mugekenyi and Kirika from Kambui; Ngomane wa
Kiarie from Gatamaiyu; Ngumba wa Gakibe from Thiririka; and Ngaii wa Kimama from the
Kanjai out-school. All the teachers and their out-schools in Kikuyuland were registered by
the government in 1927.128
However, the GMS teachers were overworked and poorly remunerated. They did not
have even a scheme of service and their salaries depended on the whims of the mission. For
example, before 1913, the GMS paid its teachers a basic wage of six rupees ($2.00) per
month. It was increased that year to 10 rupees ($3.33) after the teachers had complained that
the cost of living had gone up.129 The highest salary that the GMS ever paid the teachers on
its payroll, who never exceeded 26 at any given time, amounted to $6.00 per month (or $0.20
a day).130 They were paid at that rate for twenty years, from 1925 up to the time of the merger
with the CSM in 1946! In spite of such kind of treatment, most of the GMS teachers
remained faithful to the mission and did not go seeking for greener pastures elsewhere.
It was not until 1924 when the government introduced a standardized vernacular
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examination for the Kikuyu teachers. The examination was meant to improve the standards
of education by getting rid of the unqualified teachers. The examination included papers in
arithmetic, history, hygiene, Swahili, geography and agriculture.131 All but two of the GMS
teachers passed the first examination which was held in 1925.132
Those GMS teachers who needed an evangelist’s certificate got it from the Kijabe
Bible school where they were equipped with more spiritual and Bible knowledge. And if they
wished, they could also acquire a primary teacher’s certificate from the government’s Jeanes
School which became operational in 1926. As such, those who had gone through the Kijabe
Bible School and the Jeanes school were considered to be excellent teacher-evangelists. They
were, however, very hard to come by since they required a salary which was beyond the
means of the GMS.133
The chief educational problems which confronted the government in those days were
the backwardness of the out-schools and the lack of effective supervision by the missions.
According to the Inspector of Schools, punctuality and discipline were not given the attention
that they deserved. Secondly, the cleanliness of the pupils was very poor and it left a lot to
be desired. Thirdly, instruction in common knowledge and the application of school work
to daily life was neglected. Fourthly, too much stress was laid on literary education at the
expense of practical training. Fifthly, the head-teachers were rarely in the schools, thereby
leaving unqualified monitors to shoulder most of the work. The government rightly
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concluded that such a situation existed because the out-schools were mainly meant to
increase the missions’ adherents and to keep other missionary societies out of their respective
areas of jurisdiction.134
The GMS, in particular, came under heavy criticism for its failure to regularly
supervise its out-schools as required by the law. Poor supervision almost cost the GMS its
Kihumbuini out-station in 1919. The mission was only allowed to retain it on the
understanding that it would afford the out-station adequate supervision in the future.135
The GMS, like the other missions, found it difficult to regularly supervise its outschools owing, first, to the poor means of transport and communications in the reserves. The
terrain dictated that the few roads in the reserves were very dusty during the dry season and
slippery and muddy during the rainy season. To transverse such a terrain, the GMS
missionaries used mules, bicycles, motor-cycles and automobiles. The mules, which were
expensive as they cost between 500 and 600 rupees ($170-$200), were very susceptible to
diseases and they died easily. On the other hand, motor-cycles and cars were very expensive
to maintain in terms of taxes, repairs and fuel. They were also of little use in the reserve
where there were no good roads.136 Secondly, the GMS could not afford its out-schools
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regular supervision owing to acute staffing problems.137
What is, however, remarkable about the 1930s was that they were years of
unprecedented educational growth among the Kikuyu. The Kikuyu practically awakened as
to the value of education and they were determined to get it at any cost. They had finally
come to realize that education was the key to enlightenment, prosperity, prestige and power.
The government was taken aback by the keenness of the conservative older generation which
also shared in the eagerness to provide better educational opportunities for the youth. The
awakening mainly manifested itself in the springing up of independent schools all over
Kikuyuland.138
The building of the Kenya Teachers College at Githunguri in 1939 was perhaps the
most outstanding manifestation of the awakening. It was built after the return of Mbiyu wa
Koinange from America in 1938 with a B.A. degree from Ohio Wesleyan University and an
M.A. degree in Education from Columbia University. The government frustrated him by its
discrimination when it offered him a job at an annual salary of 120 pounds ($600) whereas
the former white principal had been earning 1,000 pounds ($5,000). He turned it down on
the grounds that his tuition overseas “had not been halved” because of his color.139
Thereafter, an amazing rapprochement took place among the people of the district. The idea
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was to build the college with Mbiyu as its principal.140
The college evolved from the independent Githunguri school which had been founded
in 1923. The school had originally began in 1917 as a GMS out-school at Ciathaini
(Giathieko) near Githunguri. It had been established on land donated by Mukunga wa Njehu.
When the owner sold the land in 1923, a split occurred over where the new site for the school
should be. The GMS faction, led by Wanyoike wa Kamawe, established its new school a few
miles away at Kanjai. On the other hand, the splinter group, under the leadership of Musa
Ndirangu, built its own school at Githunguri on land donated by Wilson Gathuru. The school
was subsequently recognized by the government and it became the first independent school
in Kikuyuland.141
The government was all along led to believe that the new institution at Githunguri
would be a primary school. It only came to realize what the institution was supposed to be
on 7 January 1939 during the grand opening ceremony. That was when the signboard bearing
the name of the institution was suddenly hoisted up.142 It was a bold move which was
contrary to the existing government policy and it left the government representatives “very
embarrassed and irritated”143 It was a sweet revenge for the Kikuyu with regards to the 1934
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Kagumo school episode. The government reluctantly accepted the establishment of the
institution on the condition that it should be subject to government inspection and to the
other laws governing education.144
The college was initially intended to train teachers for the Kikuyu independent
schools. But due to a huge demand for admission, it eventually came to include also
elementary, primary and secondary sections, all combined under one institution. The ages of
its pupils ranged from 7 to 50 and it had an enrollment of about 1,000. Beulah Keefer of the
GMS reluctantly acknowledged that the college was “growing in leaps and bounds.”145 The
Kikuyu hoped that the college would one day become “the University of Kenya.”146
The increased demand for education coincided with an increased government control
of education. This had started in 1924 with the enactment of the Education Ordinance which
brought all the mission schools under government control. Thereupon, the Director of
Education got the right to inspect all schools and to close down any school which he thought
was detrimental to the welfare of its pupils. Such a control greatly undermined the work of
the missions since education, rather than religion, was increasingly emphasized. Secondly,
the missions became liable to suffer from every change of government policy emanating
from new educational theories. Thirdly, the missions were compelled to increase their staff
in order to cope with the government’s demand for efficiency in education and the
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consequent strain on the small missions, like the GMS, was very considerable.147
The GMS was unable to cope with both the Kikuyu’s demand for education and the
government’s demand for increased efficiency. The mission attributed the increased demand
for education to the influx of western civilization which made the Kikuyu desirous to get out
of their “lethargic backward condition” and become a part of the onward rushing world. The
mission was accordingly apprehensive to see most of its adherents craving for higher learning
for themselves and for their children. It appeared to the mission that its adherents had
forgotten that education was powerless to save and cleanse from sin. It further grieved the
mission because its pupils were hardly showing any desire for the gospel. It seemed to the
mission that the tendency then was just to go to school, get education, but not be saved.148
The GMS was also incapable of increasing efficiency, as demanded by the
government, owing to financial and staffing constraints. These mainly emanated from the
great economic depression of 1929 which led to a dwindling of financial support locally and
from America until the mission became bankrupt.149 The implication was that the GMS was
unable to send more missionaries to Kenya at a time of increasing pressure from the
government and the Kikuyu. By 1934, the mission had only eight missionaries in Kenya,
three at Kambui and five at Ng’enda. Thereupon, the mission’s educational work almost
came to a standstill. The frustrations often made Myrtle Knapp resort to wishful thinking,
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such as wishing that they could find a goldmine somewhere or grow whatever they
needed.150
Thus, any further GMS expansion was almost impossible in spite of having recovered
much of the ground it had lost during the 1929 female circumcision crisis. By 1933, for
example, there were seven areas which wanted the mission to open out-schools and post
teachers to them. Although the local people had put up school buildings, the mission could
not post the teachers as it had no idea where either the teachers or their support would come
from.151 Some of the people had waited for as long as three years while others had waited
even longer. The opening of the seven out-stations would have meant an additional
expenditure of only $42 a month since each teacher was paid $6 per month. But instead of
opening any of the seven, the GMS, in a desperate attempt to cut down expenses, indefinitely
closed down three of its out-schools in 1933 and four more in 1934. The teacher-evangelists
in charge of them were declared rendudant. Fortunately, the teacher-evangelists decided to
keep their schools open even though the mission was not paying them anything.152
The GMS elders reacted angrily to the closure of the out-schools and the failure to
open new ones. They naturally thought that Anton J. Kehrein, the GMS superintendent, was
sabotaging their educational needs. After Kehrein had left in September 1935 on furlough,
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they wrote to the GMS board in America entreating it not to send him back to Kenya. They
rejected him on the grounds that he was not interested in advancing the education of their
children. They argued that he had almost choked the educational channels of their children
by arbitrary closing down several GMS out-schools.153 Interestingly, although the Kehreins
had left with the intentions of returning to Kenya, they did not after their furlough was over.
What the GMS and the other missions failed to realize was that mission education
was no longer necessary since a strong African church was already in existence by the
1930s.154 On the other hand, the GMS had realized that first, its educational work had
outgrown its field facilities; secondly, that it was incapable of coping with the government’s
demands; and thirdly, that its educational work was no longer serving its evangelical work.155
The GMS was, however, unwilling to drop its educational work. Rather than drop it, the
GMS started negotiations with the CSM in 1934 aimed at forming an alliance whereby the
CSM would assist the GMS with its educational work. But the proposed alliance did not
materialize largely because the GMS board secured financial backing from other sympathetic
Christian communities which enabled it to send five new missionaries to Kenya in 1935.
Consequently, the GMS decided to carry on with its work alone as it had done in the past.156
.

By 1935, before the arrival of the five new missionaries, the GMS’s educational work
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was in a pathetic condition. Kambui had a mere 150 pupils while Ng’enda had 70. This was
a big decline when it is taken into account that Kambui alone had over 200 pupils in 1916.
The situation was even worse in the GMS out-schools. It had 24 out-schools, eight of which
were aided elementary “B” schools and 16 unaided sub-elementary “A” schools. This was
another big decline because it had 26 elementary “B” out-schools before the advent of the
depression.157 By 1935, Central Province had 21 primary “C” schools, 124 elementary “B”
schools, of which the majority were aided, and 200 unaided sub-elementary “A” schools. In
the same year, the three Kikuyu districts accepted a uniform scale of fees for the aided
elementary schools. The schools would also be supervised by health and agricultural workers
appointed by the District Education Boards.158
After 1935, the GMS adopted a policy of opening additional out-schools on the
condition that the new schools would be self- supporting, at least as far as the teachers were
concerned. The out-schools, which were opened under this condition, included Mang’u and
Kiunyu, which were opened in 1936.159 By 1938, the GMS was asking its out-stations to
support their teachers because the mission was broke. No wonder the government considered
the GMS schools to be far from satisfactory and their future prospects bleak owing to “a
definite decrease in efficiency.”160
One of the ways in which the GMS tried to raise money was by holding annual sports
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shows at the end of the school year. The girls would exhibit their sewing, knitting and
cooking work while the boys would exhibit their carpentry, arts and crafts work. Afterwards,
the pupils would hold drills, races, recitations and other games. About 2,000 spectators
normally attended the functions and they included people from all walks of life and invited
guests such as government officers, chiefs, neighboring white settlers, missionaries and
friends. After the function the exhibits would be auctioned to raise money.161
Despite its financial problems, the GMS made an effort to improve some of its
schools’ buildings in 1935. The government gave the credit to Myrtle Knapp for creating
enthusiasm and for mobilizing their adherents to contribute money for better schools. In that
year, the GMS built a new stone building at Kambui, measuring 36 by 20 feet, which
consisted of a classroom and a staff room. The building had a cement floor, was well lit and
ventilated. Its cost did not exceed 1,000 shillings ($250) due to the community work carried
out by the people. In the same year, the GMS also began to build such permanent buildings,
of either stone or burnt bricks, at Ng’enda and at several of its out-schools, such as
Komothai. The new buildings, which were supposed to serve as church and school, were
intended to replace the unhealthy and dilapidated structures.162
The government was, however, disappointed in 1935 with the five newly-arrived
GMS missionaries. The government had been expecting teachers, but out of the five, only
Beulah Keefer was a qualified teacher. The government blamed the GMS board in America
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for not being prepared to strengthen its educational staff.163 But this was unjustified criticism
as the GMS could not have done better since it was not only financially strapped, but also
mainly interested in its evangelical work.
But rather than the GMS staffing problems easing off, they thereafter worsened. By
1937, the mission had lost six of its missionaries, leaving it with only seven in the field. Two
had died, another two had resigned, while a further two had not returned from furlough.
Kambui and its out-schools was particularly in a poor shape for lack of someone to
effectively supervise them. Only the Knapps, who were then invalids, and Beulah Keefer
were at Kambui.164 As such, the deteriorated GMS staffing crisis had become definitely
unsatisfactory and unacceptable to the government. That was why the Fort Hall (Murang’a)
Education Board threatened in 1937 to reduce or withdraw the grants-in-aid that it was giving
to the GMS’s aided schools, if the mission did not take steps to afford its schools adequate
supervision.165
Consequently, the GMS management in Kenya was in 1938 forced by the
circumstances to appoint a secular principal for the Kambui school. The principal, Edward
Lindley, was placed in charge of the educational work at Kambui. He was also required to
supervise the Kambui out-schools. When he took over, Kambui had 400 pupils. By then, the
GMS was even wondering whether its schools were of much use to the mission any
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longer.166
Although the GMS home board accepted the appointment of a secular educator, it
at the same time regretted “very much that the way has not opened as yet for the Christian
couple of God’s choosing to take the important work of Education.”167 On the other hand,
the government congratulated the GMS for “making great strides” during the year on the
appointment of an efficient European Principal. It further hoped that his appointment would
positively effect a material improvement of the GMS schools. As if to vindicate his
appointment, Lindley was in 1941 congratulated because all his pupils obtained between 90
and 100 percent in their agricultural papers in the primary examination.168

Conclusion
Unfortunately, the appointment of Edward Lindley did not solve the GMS’s chronic
staffing problems since the situation continued to deteriorate. By the end of 1941, Lindley
was the only white man at Kambui while the three remaining GMS missionaries in Kenya
were at Ng’enda. The Knapps had died, while the other missionaries had gone on furlough.
The staffing crisis was worsened by the war when many of the teachers enlisted for war
services. Indiscipline among the pupils consequently worsened for lack
of effective supervision over them. The staffing problems reached proportional crisis in 1942
166
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after the resignation of Edward Lindley. Kambui and its out-schools was left without anyone
to supervise them. The hopeless staffing crisis eventually compelled the GMS to merge with
the CSM in 1946. The merger came about because the GMS could no longer manage its
educational work which had eclipsed its evangelical work. Under such circumstances, the
GMS’s educational work had become a liability rather than an asset. In the final analysis, it
was the valued educational work which eventually led to the demise of the entire GMS work
in Kenya.169
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE MEDICAL WORK

Introduction
Medical work, like educational work, also proved valuable as an aid to the missions’
evangelical work. It was used as a bait to lure the Africans to the missions since such
government services were almost non-existent in the reserves in the early days of colonial
rule. The magnetic influence of the medical work attracted patients from far and wide and
saved the missionaries the arduous task of traveling about looking for audiences to minister
to. Personal ministration to the sick was equated with love in action and it was used to
convince the Africans that the missionaries truly cared for them. That way, the missions
slowly gained the confidence of the people. It was always a big victory for their medicines
and for the gospel whenever they cured the hopelessly sick as such people were usually more
receptive to the gospel. Accordingly, the GMS equated its medical work to the Biblical signs,
wonders and miracles since it helped to bring the Africans into contact with the “Great
Physician.”1 This chapter is, therefore, devoted to the examination of the GMS’s medical
work and its overall effects on the missionary work of the Mission.
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The Early Days
The GMS’s medical work began immediately its missionaries established themselves
in Kikuyuland in 1898. Their arrival coincided with the advent of the Great Famine of 18981899 which was caused by three consecutive rainless seasons. The famine was greatly
exacerbated by a locust invasion and an outbreak of rinderpest and smallpox epidemics
which devastated the area with unabated fury. The Kamba and the Kiambu Kikuyu were the
hardest hit by the famine because they had sold most of their food reserves to passing
caravans. The famine compelled the starving Kikuyu people to turn to many atrocious and
ghastly malpractices intolerable in normal circumstances. They began by expelling the
Kamba who had sought refuge in their country. Those who refused to leave were drowned
without mercy, regardless whether they were men, women or children.2
The survivors ate unpalatable things such as hides, banana tree stumps and roots in
a desperate attempt to stay alive at all costs. Moreover, grisly acts of lawlessness became the
order of the day as it became a question of survival of the fittest. For example, one wealthy
man at Kikuyu killed his neighbor in order to seize his 15 goats.3 Another man at Ruiru
hanged one of his wives after she had secretly slaughtered two of his goats because he was
afraid that she might end up eating “more goats than she had cost him in the first place.”4
Even worse, bands of marauding Kikuyu warrior brigands, known as thabari, emerged and
2
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they raided far and wide and terrorized all and sundry. They “locked people in their houses
and then set them on fire, murdered others and confiscated livestock and food.”5
Consequently, the mortality rate was very high and “the pestilential odour of dead
bodies was over the whole country-side.”6 Knapp estimated that about one-third of the
population perished because upon his arrival, he found the smell of death everywhere and
the streams choked with the rotting corpses of smallpox victims.7 John Patterson of the CSM,
however, estimated that about two-thirds of the population perished because even the hyenas
were overwhelmed by the dead bodies which they could not dispose of.8 On his part, Dr.
H.A. Boedeker, a settler at Fort Smith, estimated that about 70 percent of the people perished
as they “died in the thousands all over the country.”9 On the extreme was the trader John
Boyes, who estimated that about 95 percent died because the whole country seemed to have
been emptied of its inhabitants and “only a few scraggy natives were left.”10 On the other
hand, Charles Hurlburt estimated that more than half the people perished. He described the
aftermath of the famine as follows:
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We saw everywhere the traces of former occupancy. Old paths had been worn here
by many feet ... We soon learned that once this was densely populated but the awful
ravages of famine had left the country desolate. As we journeyed onward in the early
A.M., it seemed like going through a great cemetery. Wide paths where once great
herds of cattle and sheep and goats had been driven were now overgrown or being
dug up by the wild hogs ... With heavy hearts we passed through this vast cemetery
and with a feeling of relief and new eagerness to be at work, heard the first human
voice as we neared the border of the inhabited country.11
Amazingly, some missionaries thought that the 1898-1899 calamities had afforded
them with a golden opportunity of establishing closer contacts with the people. Krieger, for
example, thought that God had opened a door, through the calamities, which could be used
to advance the cause of the gospel. As he wrote back home:
the famine of the past two years, and other causes have set a great many people adrift.
There are representatives of many tribes who are practically on the tramp, doing work
as caravan porters, or anything else procurable. Now this is not the sort of life the
average African likes. He would rather have a home if possible; and the mission
which could gather these wanderers into communities, giving them land to cultivate
and preaching the gospel to them, would be doing one of the most blessed bits of seed
sowing this country will see.12
Fortunately, Krieger was able to secure a limited financial support from his sponsors
in America for famine relief with which he successfully secured some food and medical
supplies.13 By the time the Knapps joined him at Thembigwa in April 1899, the smallpox
epidemic was at its height. All they could do was to use the meager resources at their
disposal to help take care of the hungry, the sick and the dying destitute who had sought
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refuge with them.14 The desolate sight which met the Knapps upon their arrival proved to be
overwhelming and unbearable to Gertrude Wheeler, who had arrived together with them. She
accordingly left for America during the later part of the summer of 1899. Unfortunately, she
never got there. She contracted smallpox and “was taken off the boat at Naples, where she
died and was buried on 21 September 1899.”15

The GMS Medical Personnel
The foregoing notwithstanding, real GMS medical work was inaugurated after the
arrival of Dr. John Henderson in 1901. The Kikuyu called him rigitari (doctor), and he
eventually turned out to be the first and the last GMS doctor in Kenya. Moreover, before
1909, Henderson was the only doctor serving the entire AIM in Kikuyuland, Ukambani and
Maasailand.16
Evidently, it was quite impossible for Henderson to manage alone. And neither was
there ever a sufficient number of nurses at any given time to assist him. The GMS managed
to acquire only four missionary nurses during its tenure in Kenya. These were Mary
Gamertsfelder (1906-1937), Margaret Gough (1923-1939), Bessie Lovell (1925-1935) and
Elnora Boda (1935-1945). Similarly, the mission was never able to train and employ many
African medical assistants owing to financial constraints. It often had one or two medical
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assistants at either of its hospitals at any given time. The first GMS medical assistant at
Kambui was Toro wa Kung’u. When a medical assistant died or left for greener pastures, a
new one had to be trained. And for some unknown reasons, the mission never even attempted
to train female nurses for its hospitals.
Consequently, the shortage of medical personnel dictated that all the missionaries had
to act as medical assistants of some sorts. They could not escape it because “out there one
does about everything because there are so few to do it.”17 Those who had no prior medical
knowledge were given a rudimentary training on the job by Henderson or by those who had
already acquired a lot of experience. As such, minor medical aid was “rendered by many who
were not themselves fully qualified.”18 The medical services that they offered ranged from
extracting teeth to maternity work. In reality, many white people acted as medical
practitioners of some sort. For instance, many of the white farmers also attended to the
smaller medical needs of their workers.19
The nurse and the non-medical missionary were, however, supposed to refer the most
difficult and complicated cases to the doctor. In later years, they could also refer them to the
government doctor at Kiambu. As a rule, they were not expected to perform surgery, but
when a need arose, and the doctor was not at hand, then they had no choice but to do it. For
example, when a woman was rushed to Kambui hospital with her hand nearly cut off, Knapp,
who was in charge of the hospital, had no choice but to sew it up, assisted by Mary
17
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Gamertsfelder.20 Similarly, when a child was taken to Ng’enda with its lower lip cut all the
way down, Nurse Elnora Boda had to sew it up at once. She also had to sew up a man, who
had been cut with a machete, and his cheek was “practically lying on his shoulder.”21
Sometimes, the non-medical missionary could do little when the doctor was
unavailable to handle the difficult cases. A case in point was when Knapp was confronted
one Sunday with two very serious cases involving two little boys. One boy had his skull
fractured in two places and some of the brain was oozing out. The other boy had fallen on
a sharp tree stump thereby sustaining an ugly abdominal wound and some of the intestines
were hanging out. Henderson was unavailable since he was away at Kihumbuini. Neither
could the boys be taken to Kiambu hospital because the bridges had been washed away by
the heavy rains which were then in progress. Consequently, the second boy did not survive
the night while the first one lingered on for several days.22
At other times, the non-medical personnel made serious mistakes. In 1916, for
example, Knapp admitted a boy to the hospital, thinking that he only had a fever. But as it
turned out, the boy had smallpox and he ended up infecting some of the other patients.23 Such
mistakes proved very costly at times as it happened in 1935 when Kambui suffered a double
tragedy of losing its nurse and hospital assistant in one stroke. Nurse Bessie Lovell had
admitted a young man from one of the neighboring coffee estates, who was very ill with what
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she thought to be a bad case of pneumonia, but which later turned out to be pneumonic
plague. The man died two days later on Friday, 9 September. Bessie Lovell and Kamau, the
hospital assistant, were taken ill on Sunday evening. Kamau died on Tuesday afternoon at
Kiambu hospital, while Bessie Lovell died that Tuesday evening on the way to Nairobi
hospital.24
Nevertheless, many patients seemed to have confidence in the non-medical
practitioners simply because they could not tell the difference between a doctor and a nonmedical missionary. The government also seemed to recognize and appreciate the work of
the non-medical missionaries, especially in the early days. In 1920, for instance, the Health
Department supplied Knapp with a lot of serum and an outfit for inoculating in case of a
sudden appearance of plague.25
Fortunately, the shortage of medical personnel was not a bother in 1902 when
Henderson began providing medical services at Kibichoi upon “a stone under a by no means
rain proof shed.”26 Henderson could handle the situation alone because very few people went
to him for treatment. Nonetheless, Henderson was able to convince the local people to put
up a small hospital “hut” as a precedent for the putting up of a second later on. He wanted
the people to be involved in the support of the work to avoid giving them the impression that
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the missionaries were “made of rupees.”27 He further estimated that it would cost the mission
about $6 to put up two small “huts” in which those who came from far and the seriously sick
could stay while they received treatment.28
But the two hospital “huts” were never built at Kibichoi because, as was mentioned
in Chapter Three, the doctor abandoned Kibichoi thereafter and relocated to Kambui.
Henderson’s initial clinic at Kambui was under a temporary shed. The two hospital “huts”
were built in December 1902 and they functioned as out-patient and in-patient shelters. They
were capable of accommodating six in-patients at a time. The buildings were not different
from the Kikuyu “huts” for they were built of poles, sticks, and the sides and the roof were
thatched with banana leaf bark. The missionaries considered it unwise to build differently
because “if we had tried to get the natives into any other kind of a house they would have
probably been afraid.”29
The GMS’s medical work, unlike its educational and evangelical work, grew quite
rapidly. Kambui was complimented in the 1910 AIM annual report as the only AIM station
where there had been a most marked growth in the medical work which had brought many
people in touch with the gospel.30 By 1913, the two little hospital rooms at Kambui were
constantly full with in-patients, besides the out-patients who were being treated daily.31
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In spite of this, it was at Ng’enda that the first semi-permanent hospital building was
put up in 1915 to provide proper accommodation for the sick. The building measured 35 by
13 feet and it had a stone foundation and mud walls with an iron roof. It cost $100 to put up
and it was divided into three rooms. The middle room, which measured 13 by 8 feet, was for
storing medicine. The other two rooms, which were 13 by 13 feet each, were the wards and
their floor was dirt pounded hard.32
It was not until 1920 when the GMS built a bigger hospital at Kambui consisting of
three large rooms and a kitchen. It was built of sun-dried bricks with a thatched roof. It cost
the mission nothing since its adherents volunteered to do the work. The women and the girls
carried the bricks and the sand from the valley and also cut and carried the heavy grass for
the thatch. The older men gave trees while the boys carried the foundation stones from the
quarry to the site. On their part, the young men carried the trees, palm fronds for lath, bark
to tie the grass, and also helped with general building and thatching. Consequently, the
people viewed the hospital with pride since they had built it themselves.33
Unfortunately, these early GMS hospitals did not have beds for the patients. Instead,
bundles of dry banana leaves were placed on the floor to form banana-leaf beds for the
patients. A fire would be lit in the middle of the room to keep the patients warm. Although
it sounds crude, such conditions were appreciated by the patients since they gave the
hospitals a home-like atmosphere of being warm and dry. In addition, the patients had to be
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fed and taken care of by members of their families, who had to be in attendance at the
hospital, as there were no nurses to do the job.34
The provision of medical services was, however, an expensive exercise and some
missions, such as the GMS, maintained their work entirely by the fees that they charged the
patients. However, the GMS never turned away those who could not afford to pay. The GMS
charged fees on three grounds. First, because the mission thought that if the people could
afford to pay “for the crude treatment of the witch doctors, which do not help them, they
surely can pay the small fee.”35 Secondly, because the mission was also aware that people
appreciated and valued a service which they paid for.36 Thirdly, the fees were hoped to make
the mission’s medical work pay at least for the medicine used.37
Henderson began to charge a small fee immediately he inaugurated the GMS medical
work in 1902. The fees were, however, not expected to be a hardship for the people. For
example, the fee for extracting a tooth was $0.12.38 Another example was that of a woman
who was charged two shillings ($0.50) for a seven-week treatment of her two-year old child
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for serious burns.39 The fees made the GMS’s medical work to be self-supporting to a certain
extent.40

Diseases and Missionary Work
When Henderson began his medical work in 1902, he found out that the prevailing
ailments among the Kikuyu included ulcers, sore eyes and chronic rheumatism.41 But in due
course, more diseases were added to the list and they eventually made the country appear “to
be the place for bad diseases.”42 They included pneumonia, bronchitis, meningitis, influenza,
malaria, tuberculosis, anthrax, sexually transmitted diseases, dysentery, typhoid, plague and
smallpox. By 1920, Myrtle Knapp was lamenting that they never used “to have such a lot of
diseases.”43
Many of the diseases, such as tuberculosis, plague, smallpox, meningitis and the
sexually-transmitted diseases, were introduced by the coastal people and the Europeans.
The names of the Kikuyu age-sets shed light as to when a particular disease was introduced
since the age-sets were named after the most important occurrences. Consequently, smallpox
first struck Kikuyuland at about 1893 because the age-set initiated then was named mutung’u
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after the disease. Similarly jiggers, which reached Kenya from the west in the 1890s, became
prevalent in Kikuyuland at about 1897 because ndutu was the name given to the age-set
which was initiated then. On the other hand, sexually transmitted diseases were virtually
unknown among the Kikuyu until they came into contact with the coastal people. For
example syphilis became prevalent at around 1901 since the age-set initiated then was named
gatego after the disease.
There were frequent outbreaks of the above-mentioned diseases, especially in the
early days, with a resultant high mortality rate. Sometimes, several of the diseases broke out
simultaneously, as happened in 1913, when there was an outbreak of bubonic plague,
smallpox and influenza.44 On other occasions, several of the diseases broke out at different
times in a given year. Such was the case in 1915 when there was an outbreak of smallpox,
plague, typhoid, tuberculosis and spinal meningitis.45 It was also the case in 1920 when there
was an outbreak of plague, influenza, anthrax and smallpox.46 A closer examination of a few
of these outbreaks will highlight what the GMS’s medical work entailed.
Influenza proved to be one of the catastrophic epidemics which frequently broke out.
For example, there were outbreaks in 1912, 1913, 1918, 1919, 1920 and 1924 with
devastating results. The 1912 outbreak, according to Henderson, caused “more deaths in
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these Districts than during any year since I came.”47 The worst outbreak, however, occurred
in 1918 during the so-called Spanish Influenza scourge. It killed about 10 percent of the
Kikuyu population and 4,000 of those who died were from Kiambu district alone.48 The
scourge left Kikuyuland stinking “with the stench of unburied bodies.”49
Cerebro spinal meningitis was another new disease which appeared in the district for
the first time in 1913. It affected both black and white people. There were also other
outbreaks after 1913, which were mild compared to the 1913 outbreak. The 1913 outbreak
ravaged Kiambu district in the months of May-August “with very high mortality rates.”50 The
outbreak caused a scare among the Kikuyu since it was so fatal and it killed its victims so
quickly. The Kikuyu accordingly thought that witchcraft was involved.51
In the neighborhood of Ng’enda, people became very scared when 47 people died
suddenly of the disease. As a result, the area chief, Gatheca wa Ngekenya, arrested two men
who were suspected of being responsible for the deaths through witchcraft. His council of
elders, consisting of 52 men, tried them, found them guilty of practicing witchcraft and
burned them alive according to Kikuyu custom.52 Thereafter, the chief and the elders were

47

Dagoretti Political Record Book Part II, KNA: DC/KBU/102.

48

Kikuyu District Annual Report, 1918/19, KNA: DC/KBU/12; Scott, A Saint in Kenya,
p. 199; Philp, A New Day in Kenya, p. 32.
49

Scott, A Saint in Kenya, p. 199.

50

Ibid., p. 169; Dagoretti Political Record Book Part II, KNA: DC/KBU/102.

51

Myrtle I. Knapp to Babcock, 10 September 1913, Herald of Life, 13 November 1913, p.
172.
52

Ibid.

159

tried by the Supreme Court for murder and they were fined 50 rupees ($15.58) each. In
addition, Chief Gatheca was deported for five years to the Nyanza Province.53
Malaria was another new disease because the Kikuyu had been largely free from it.
But owing to gradual changes of temperature brought about by increased cultivation on the
fringes of their territory, malaria began to become a big menace. For example, during the
1926 outbreak, about 1,000 people died in Kiambu district. The figure included several
European farmers from the surrounding farms who also succumbed to the disease.54
Nevertheless, the first major outbreak of the disease occurred in 1915 when hundreds
of people went down with the fever all around the edge of their territory. Not less than 1,000
patients were treated by the GMS hospitals at Kambui and Ng’enda during the outbreak. As
many as 70 to 80 people were under treatment at any given time on each station and every
available building was used to accommodate the sick. Surprisingly, the GMS lost only three
of their patients. This greatly helped them to win the confidence of the people. Thereafter,
many people became much more inclined not only to take their sick to hospital for treatment,
but also to let them remain there for the necessary care.55
The 1915 outbreak of malaria was complicated by an acute shortage of quinine in the
country. The little that was available was quite difficult to obtain because of the increased
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demand and the war. The GMS could not even obtain iodide of potash and nuclien locally.
As a result, the prices of medicine went up, and a pound of quinine cost $30.00. To worsen
the situation, the GMS also lost some of its drugs to theft and vandalism on transit from
America. For instance, on one occasion, they received only one bottle of quinine and three
little packets of drugs which had been opened and then thrown back into the box and so
ruined.56 Consequently, the heavy expenditure on quinine prompted the GMS to request the
government for a rebate of duties upon the medicines that it imported.57
Bubonic plague was another very problematic disease during the colonial period. It
ravaged Kikuyuland in 1913,1915, 1916, 1917, 1918, 1920, 1921, 1923, 1925, 1930 and
1931 and left many dead in its wake. To cite an instance, 69 deaths were confirmed during
the 1917/18 outbreak, although the actual number was suspected to be greater.58 It was not
until 1920 when the government appointed a special plague officer for Kiambu to assist the
missions with inoculation. The inoculation was, however, effective for six months only.59
Nevertheless, it proved difficult to eradicate the menace because many of the people
were uncooperative, especially in the early days. The government was even unable to
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convince them to buy the breakback rat traps for 75 cents ($0.12) each.60 This forced the
government to periodically organize rat-killing campaigns in a bid to reduce their population
and avert outbreaks. Some chiefs even refused to assist the government when such outbreaks
occurred. Two such chiefs were fined in 1921 for failing to report an outbreak of plague in
their locations.61
Similarly, sexually transmitted diseases also became a menace with time. By 1915,
the government was worried because such diseases were on the increase in Kiambu district
and its environs.62 Traumatic syphilis, in particular, was reported to be causing havoc among
the local populace.63 A couple of years later, the government’s need to combat the sexuallytransmitted diseases had not only become great, but also urgent.64 The GMS also took these
diseases in its stride and provided as much relief as it could to the sufferers.
In the final analysis, the frequent outbreaks of these dreadful diseases proved costly,
not only in terms of material and human resources, but also in lost opportunities to
evangelize. For example, during the 1913 outbreak of meningitis, some GMS converts at
Kambui were accused of practicing witchcraft. This followed the sudden death of a child
after the lads had left the village where they had gone to evangelize. The death was attributed
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to them. This scared them and they could no longer go out to preach as long as the scourge
was ravaging the land.65
The outbreak of the contagious diseases also led to the closing down of schools and
to the cancellation of church activities when the affected areas were put under quarantine.
For instance, in October 1916, the DC, G.A.S. Northcote, ordered the GMS schools to be
closed for two weeks because of an outbreak of smallpox.66 Likewise, the 1921 GMS annual
Conference was switched over to Kambui at the last minute when plague broke out at
Ng’enda where it was supposed to be held. As a result, only about half the expected people
attended since Ng’enda had been placed under quarantine.67
The outbreak of the contagious diseases sometimes led to the destruction of the
buildings which were suspected to have been contaminated. Such was the case in May 1920,
when Kambui was obliged to burn down the girls’ kitchen following an outbreak of plague.68
An outbreak of smallpox also meant extra labor and expenses to the mission. It entailed
putting up temporary isolation “huts” which would be burned down after the scourge had
been eliminated. Moreover, if the hospitals’ “huts” happened to have been occupied by
smallpox sufferers, as was the case in 1916, then, they too had to be burned down and new
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ones built to replace them.69 At other times, as in March 1917, the Kambui hospital was
closed for two weeks because of a case of bubonic plague.70
The GMS also suffered most when it lost some of its adherents and supporters to the
diseases. In 1921, for example, plague claimed the Ng’enda locational chief, Gitango wa
Wambura, who had been friendly to the mission.71 During the outbreaks of plague in 1923,
1925 and 1930, the GMS lost a total of six of its girls at Kambui.72 The sickness and death
among the girls very often left the mission with big unpaid hospital bills.73 In some instances,
some of the deaths were terribly painful for the mission to bear.
One such terrible loss occurred during the 1913 influenza outbreak when the GMS
lost its best male worker, Toro wa Kung’u. His death was a severe blow for the mission
“could have spared any in the church better than him.”74 Toro died at the beginning of the
influenza epidemic after he suddenly fell sick. Although the Knapps sent for Henderson at
Ng’enda thrice, the doctor could not avail himself at once because he, too, had contracted the
fever. By the time he got to Kambui, it was too late. Toro died on 9 February 1913.
Toro had been the medical assistant at Kambui hospital, having been trained by
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Henderson. It was Toro who had taken the daily service with the sick, dressed all the ulcers,
taken temperatures, kept the hospital in order and he had gone anywhere the sick needed him,
whether by day or night. Moreover, Toro had been a devout convert and his mentors had not
known any slipping back in his life. He had never missed a church service or failed to give
a tenth of his income to the church. He was also in charge of one of the Sunday out-station
services. In essence, he was a man who fitted into any place. That was why his death was
indeed a terrible loss to the missionaries who over and over asked themselves, “how can we
do without him?”75
Toro was buried at Kambui and he left behind a widow with three little children. His
death greatly hurt the mission and the local people alike for he had been useful to both.
Nevertheless, his death had some positive influences because it made many backsliders to
return to the church.76
Another great blow struck the GMS, also in 1913, when Mukami, who was their
“most valued woman worker,” suddenly and unexpectedly died of cerebro-spinal meningitis.
Mukami (wife of Kimani wa Mugekenyi) had worked all day on Saturday before she was
taken ill in the evening of the same day. She became unconscious on Monday morning and
died on Tuesday night without ever regaining consciousness. Her death was a big loss
because the mission had viewed her marriage as a good example of an ideal Christian home.
Although she had a husband and two children to take care of, she had been attending school
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for two hours each morning. She had, as a result, learned to read Kikuyu, Swahili and
English and had offered herself for work among the women in the surrounding villages. Her
devotion and commitment made Myrtle Knapp doubt whether there was any woman in the
area who had not heard of Jesus from her. She was buried at the Kambui Christian cemetery,
and her grave was only a little way from that of Toro who had been the mission’s “most
valuable man worker.”77
In August 1920, the GMS once again lost two of its outstanding Christian women to
plague. One of them was a widow called Wairimu whose Christian husband, Warui, had
died in May of that year of pneumonia at Kambui hospital. Before his death, Warui had
warned his non-Christian brothers not to molest his wife after his death. He had also given
his wife permission to get re-married to a Christian of her choice. But no sooner was her
husband dead than his younger brother began demanding that Wairimu should become his
third wife.78 In response, Wairimu had ran away and sought refuge with the mission. It was
while she was at Kambui, and before the issue could be resolved, that she contracted plague
and died. Hers was a bad case as they had to burn “the house, store, food, and everything
with her body.”79
The other victim of the August 1920 plague was a young woman called Wanja who
was one of the mission’s oldest Christians. She was the daughter of an elder called Mutwe
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wa Njaro, and her mother had hanged herself when she was a tiny girl. She had as a result
been raised up by the Knapps and she was converted when still young. Two years before her
death, she had got married to a man called Karano. Karano had been a police officer for eight
years before he went to school and was converted. Wanja was taken ill with plague on a
Wednesday morning and she died early that Sunday morning. This was in spite of Knapp
having done all he could to save her life. As Myrtle Knapp moaned, they had “never had a
death here that I felt so keenly. I had prayed so constantly that her life might be spared, but
somehow it was not best.”80

The Struggle Against “Witch Doctors”
The GMS, like the other missions in Kikuyuland, also used its medical work to
combat and break the supposedly strong hold that the “witch doctors” had on the people. The
“witch doctors” were accused of binding the people to their power through their superstitious
beliefs. As such, the GMS was afraid that the very lives of the people were at the mercy of
the “witch doctors.” The people’s lives were at stake because the mission believed that the
“witch doctors” had blinded their minds to the extent of making it hard for them to grasp the
gospel.81 That was why the GMS insisted that those who went for treatment had first to
remove the “superstitious charms,” which the “witch doctors” had given them, before they
80
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could receive any treatment.82 The relationship between the people and their “witch doctors”
was summed up by Charles Atwood as follows:
the natives are so under the power of the witch doctors who are regarded as
possessing supernatural power, that it is very hard for them to break away ... If a man
loses a sheep or a goat he goes to the witch doctor for information as to whom the
thief may be. If he contemplates a hunting trip, or war upon his enemy, he consults
the witch doctor to know whether he will be successful. It is this power of
superstition in the native mind that the missionary has to overcome. He must show
how God is the one to be consulted and feared rather than any man.83
The missions constantly complained to the government administrators that the “witch
doctors” were opposing their educational and proselytizing efforts.84 They accused the “witch
doctors” of intimidating the elders by warning them that if they allowed their children to
become associated with the missions, then many disasters, such as droughts, famines and
pestilence would overtake and destroy them. They were also accused of spreading malicious
reports about the missions in a bid to drive a wedge between them and the people. One such
rumor had it that the missions collected the sick people cast out into the bush to die, not to
treat them, but to harvest from their bodies organs such as livers, hearts and lungs which they
dried, powdered, and sold to their countries for a lot of money.85
What is worthy noting here is that the missionaries made no effort at all to distinguish
between the traditional medicine men from the witch doctors. The missionaries lumped them
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together and labeled them as undesirable and unscrupulous agents of the devil. Nonetheless,
there was a very big difference between the two because the medicine men and the witch
doctors were sharply distinguished.
The medicine men were a power for good and they were not supposed to get involved
in witchcraft. They were primarily physicians who in some cases combined their practice
with the functions of a soothsayer, prophet and a priest. The medicine men possessed
knowledge as to the nature of diseases and the treatment required. They were aware that
some diseases were due to natural causes while they thought that others were supernaturally
caused by angry ancestral spirits. It was believed that the medicine men possessed the power
of second sight. This enabled them to identify the ancestral spirits which were causing
mischief and to expel them from their victims by appeasement.86
In contrast, the witch doctors were poisoners and dabblers in witchcraft. Unlike the
medicine men who performed their work openly, the witch doctors performed their craft
secretly and in the dark. They attained eminence mainly from a good working knowledge of
poisons. They also used witchcraft exclusively for nefarious purposes, such as poisoning,
bewitching and placing curses on individuals at a fee. The practice of witchcraft was against
the Kikuyu laws, and as such, the sorcerers were hated and unpopular for they were
dangerous and destructive. If found out, the penalty was a violent death by strangling,
spearing or being burnt alive.87
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Interestingly, the missionaries had in the early days recognized the existence of the
medicine men. In one of his early letters, Henderson acknowledged that the Kikuyu:
have doctors of their own who travel about. I cannot just say how they treat all cases
but the one I saw had four men, with medicine, put in gourds, about the size from a
pint to a gallon bottle ... One old man whom I often see asks me to take some of his
medicine. He says it is for headache. He is a bit of doctor himself ... The medicine
is about the color of rhubarb, and he takes about a tablespoonful in his hand at a
dose.88
A few years later, the missionaries’ attitude towards the medicine men had taken a
180 degrees turn about, and the medicine men were being denounced as mere witch
doctors.89 It is not difficult to discern why the change came about. The change of attitude
occurred when the missionaries realized that the medicine men dabbled with the world of the
dead in the process of treating the sick. This happened in the course of diagnosing the cause
of the diseases and in the propitiation of the concerned spirits in order to secure the healing
of the sick. This was quite unacceptable to the missionaries because it amounted to dabbling
with witchcraft and communing with demons. They could, therefore, not condone the
practice because it contravened the Scriptures which clearly stated that such contacts were
not with the dead but with demons masquerading as spirits of the dead. Furthermore, as was
mentioned earlier, the medicine men were also strongly opposed to the missions’ medical
work which they viewed as a threat to their own livelihood. As such, the missions could not
consider them as a power for good. They instead came to consider them as the agents of the
devil and treated them accordingly. That was why the medicine men were grouped together
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with the infamous witch doctors and treated as the missions’ public enemy number one.
Since the missions were hardly making any progress in their struggle against the
“witch doctors,” they appealed to the government for support. They were fortunate enough
to get the support of some sympathetic government officers, such as J.G. Campbell, the
Kiambu DC. In 1920, Campbell arrested some of the “more notorious witchdoctors” in the
district. He had 17 of them convicted and they were either given a chance to abandon their
calling or sent back to Murang’a, where they had originally come from. The missions’ relief
was, however, short-lived because the “witch doctors” had been released by 1921 and the
situation had gone back to what it had been before their arrest.90
One of the prominent persons to be charged with witchcraft was Kamiri wa Itherero,
the chief of Riuki location. His village was three miles from Kambui but within the GMS’s
area of operation. In 1912, the DC, C. Dundas, had investigated Kamiri following
Handerson’s accusations that he was a witch doctor. The DC had instead found out that
Kamiri had been an outstanding seer and medicine man before the coming of the Europeans
and that he was still very influential, even more than paramount Chief Kinyanjui wa
Gathirimu. He also found out that Kamiri had never tasted beer since he was born and he,
as a result, concluded that “this is the sole reason why his people do not like him.”91
But Henderson disagreed and he continued to insist that Kamiri was more feared than
respected because he was both the principle medicine man and witch doctor of the district.
He asserted that Kamiri practiced secret arts, particularly the art of poisoning and detecting
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thieves and evil doers in general. Henderson also insisted that the Kikuyu would not dare to
disclose Kamiri’s practices to the government for fear of dire reprisals from him since he had
great powers and influence on them.92
The DC was puzzled by the conflicting opinions of the elders and Henderson
concerning Kamiri. Although he believed that the elders were sincere in their statements, he
was also convinced that Kamiri was averse to mordenism and that was probably the cause
of the misunderstandings between him and the GMS. Nevertheless, the DC promised that he
would not only be on guard against Kamiri, but he would also not hesitate to deport him from
the district if he found him causing mischief. It was, however, not until 1920 when Kamiri
and two of his sons were arrested for allegedly practicing witchcraft.93 But as was mentioned
earlier, Kamiri and the other “witch doctors” were released in 1921.
His release was, however, unacceptable to the GMS which continued to insist that
he was still practicing witchcraft. Consequently, Kamiri was once again arrested before the
end of 1921, tried, convicted and imprisoned for allegedly practicing witchcraft.94 After
Kamiri was released in September 1922, the mission and the neighboring white farmers
complained that he had once again resumed his nefarious craft. The farmers were afraid that
their labor needs would be affected since some of the people were threatening to move away
in dread of Kamiri. As a result, Kamiri was re-arrested in June 1923. Thereupon, the GMS
and the farmers forwarded affidavits to the government, demanding that he be deported, but
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all in vain. Once again, Kamiri was released and interestingly, no more complaints were
lodged against him after that.95
The missions also waged the war against the “witch doctors” medically. Their
victories came when they healed those whom the “witch doctors” had failed to cure. A case
in point is that of a GMS convert called Kiarie who had killed a snake in their homestead
contrary to Kikuyu customs. Snakes were not supposed to be killed when they “visited”
homes as it was believed that the spirits of the ancestors inhabited snakes at times. Such an
action required a sacrifice to appease the offended spirit, but Kiarie would not sacrifice. As
a result, the “witch doctor” had predicted that his younger sister would die as a consequence
of his actions. As if to prove the “witch doctor” right, Kiarie’s little sister thereafter fell ill
and everything that the “witch doctor” did failed to save her life. In desperation, Kiarie’s
parents finally allowed him to take her to Kambui where she eventually recovered. Her
seemingly miraculous recovery, according to Knapp, greatly undermined the power of the
“witch doctor” and paved the way for the gospel.96
Another illustration is that of a young GMS adherent, Kanugu wa Munenge, who
became the first known person in the area to have survived the effects of two curses. Kanugu
and another young man, who had already died, had been cursed at a dance ceremony. The
“witch doctor” was unable to cure him when he subsequently fell ill, supposedly due to the
curse. It was only when he became wild with delirium that his parents reluctantly allowed
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Knapp to take him to Kambui for treatment. Thereupon, a big fight for his life began and for
ten consecutive days, Knapp went to see him every three hours, whether by day or night.
Then, one dark night a stick, on which a “witch doctor” had placed a curse, was thrown on
to the roof of the hospital where Kanugu lay groaning. When such a thing happened, it was
believed that the person would never rise up again. But Kanugu defied all the curses and rose
up again. His recovery was seen as a decisive victory for the gospel because it convinced
Kanugu, his wife, and his mother to become Christians.97
Sometimes, the mission would lose the battle as it happened during the 1913 outbreak
of plague. One of the victims was Manjai, the ten-year old son of Chief Waweru wa Kanja
of the Kambui area. His father refused at first to take him to Kambui for treatment and had
him attended by a “witch doctor” for about two weeks, but all in vain. In desperation, his
father finally took him to Kambui after the mission had promised not to bury him in case he
died. Some white person stayed with the boy day and night for the two weeks that he was at
Kambui. Above all, the missionaries prayed for him as they had never prayed for a patient
before because they thought that “his recovery would glorify our God.” But to their utter
disappointment, the boy died.98
Perhaps one of the greatest victories to the mission was the conversion of a “witch
doctor.” Such a person was required to publicly burn his paraphernalia before he could be
allowed into the church since he was not expected to “mix Christianity and heathenism.” It
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was not until 1916 when the first “witch doctor” burned his entire paraphernalia in front of
the Kambui church, in spite of the fact that Kikuyu traditions dictated that he would die if
he did.99

Other Gospel Connections
The GMS used every available opportunity afforded by its medical work to preach
to the patients and their accompanying relatives. In the process, the missionaries would
impress it upon them that their medicine could not heal them unless God had blessed it.
Moreover, prayers were made for their quick recovery and when they did, it was stressed that
it was because God had answered their prayers. That was why the GMS considered its
medical work to be a worthwhile investment since it brought a “larger number of people in
touch with the Gospel.”100
However, it was Henderson who began to hold a little service with the patients at
Kibichoi in March 1902, just before treating them. According to him, the service was not a
prerequisite to treatment but a preparation for receiving it. The medical work proved even
more useful when the patients had to go for treatment for a long period of time as it gave him
the opportunity “to get a word for Christ.”101

99

Myrtle I. Knapp to Babcock, 6 May 1916, Ibid., 29 June 1916, p. 667.

100

Hearing and Doing, January-March 1911, p. 12.

101

Ibid: June 1902, p. 8.

175

The frequent outbreaks of epidemics also proved to be a blessing in disguise since
they brought the people into contact with the mission thereby paving the way for the gospel.
A good example was the 1915 malaria epidemic which the mission credited with greatly
undermining the people’s faith in their “witch doctors.” The mortality rate was said to be
very high among those who were treated by the “witch doctors” while many of those that
were treated by the missions were said to have recovered.102 The GMS was certain that many
people thereafter became more receptive to the gospel than ever before as a consequence.
This was demonstrated by an increased church attendance and the good reception which met
their converts during their village visitations from then henceforth.103
In subsequent years, a system was established whereby the out-patients would receive
their sermons as they were being treated. Sometimes, the patients and the parents of the sick
children were made to promise to attend a church service before they received treatment.104
On the other hand, in-patients were required to attend church services in the course of their
treatment. Both the in-patients and the out-patients were taught some of the elementary truths
of Christianity. Moreover, it was carefully explained to those patients who had almost died
that they could not have gone to heaven, but to hell, if they had died. It was impressed upon
them that it was God who had given them another chance so that they could hear the gospel
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and be saved. Such accounts would also be repeated to their relatives when they visited them
in the hospital. Very often, some of the patients and their relatives would start attending
church services or school (or both) after they were discharged. That way, they would be on
the road to salvation.105
A couple of examples will suffice to illustrate the above. One involved a young man
whose hand had been completely severed from the wrist in a fight. He, as a result, spent
several weeks at Kambui before his arm was healed. In the process, he became a regular
attendant at the church services. Thereafter, he was converted and he began to attend
school.106 The other case involved another young man who had previously rejected the
gospel. He changed his attitude after he had badly burned his foot. The nature of the burns
dictated that he would have to spend a long time in hospital before he was healed. But the
mission assured him that only God could heal him quickly and that it would pray for his
quick healing. When his foot was healed within about a week, the man came to believe that
God had answered the prayers and from then onwards, he became a regular attendant at the
Kambui church.107
In general, the successful treatment of some diseases, which were thought incurable,
also had the effect of attracting people to the missions. A case in point is that of a barren
woman at Kijabe who conceived and bore children after an operation. Her success attracted
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other barren women to the missions in the hope that they too might receive a similar
treatment.108 Another example is that of Waruhiu wa Kung’u, a Kambui school teacher, who
had suffered from elephantiasis for years. One of his legs had ended up becoming so large
that it was painful to get about with. He was admitted at the CSM Kikuyu hospital in
December 1915, where his leg was operated on by Dr. John Arthur. Amazingly, his leg was
completely healed.109 His seemingly miraculous healing attracted many people to the mission
thereafter.110
The GMS’s medical work also proved useful in sewing up the ears of their adherents.
Ear-sewing became another sign which symbolized conversion and the casting away of
outmoded customs. The need for ear-sewing arose because Kikuyu girls and boys had their
ears pierced when they were between six and twelve years old to symbolize transition from
childhood to boyhood and girlhood. A hole was made into the auricle and the lobe of the ears
and pieces of wood were introduced into the holes. The pieces of wood were successively
replaced by larger ones. By the time they were grown up, the holes in their ear lobes could
hold ornaments varying in size but as big as two and a half inches in diameter. The problem
arose after they were converted and they had removed their traditional regalia and put on
western clothes. The lobes of their ears were left dangling and unsightly and they accordingly
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wanted their ears sewn up.111
The GMS started sewing the ears of its adherents in 1914. Henderson was assisted
by his wife, Margaret Henderson, who kept the instruments antiseptic; and Mary
Gamertsfelder and Knapp, who took care of the anesthetic, pulse and watched the patients
until they came to themselves. Ear-sewing, however, proved to be a slow and bloody job
since he could sew only five pairs of ears each day. By the early 1920s, the operations were
being performed by a medical assistant called Githuaji who was able to repair nine pairs of
ears each day.112
Ear-sewing was a simple operation in plastic surgery. It entailed the cutting out of a
long piece of the ear lobe and the remaining pieces were then shaped, joined and sewed up.
During the first operation in 1914, crowds of curious spectators went to see what was
happening since the operating table was in front of a large open window. Some of the
spectators, who were lined up for the operation on the next day, decided not to go through
with it when they realized what it entailed. What scared them most was “the dying, and then
coming back. They were afraid they would never wake from such deep sleep.”113
Nevertheless, by the 1930s, the GMS’s medical work had lost much of its earlier
usefulness owing to the loss of some of its medical personnel. Henderson had resigned in
1928 and returned to America thereby leaving the mission without a doctor. After the death
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of Nurse Bessie Lovell in 1935, Kambui hospital became almost non-functional. Thereafter,
Beulah Keefer took over but she could only treat the minor cases. Those in need of major
treatment went to Ng’enda, where Nurses Margaret Gough and Elnora Boda were in charge.
Kambui hospital eventually ceased to function all together in 1940 after Beulah Keefer went
on furlough, never to return. That is why Ng’enda ended up having better hospital buildings
than Kambui as it continued with its expansion and modernization program. For instance,
a new hospital was put up at Ng’enda in 1936. It had three rooms; a treatment room, drug
room, an office and a verandah. It was built of burnt bricks, with a cement floor, and it was
among the finest buildings on the mission.114 Fortunately, for the reserves, the government
had by the 1930s become fully involved in the provision of medical services.

The Government Connection
As mentioned earlier, government medical services were non-existent in the reserves
in the early days. It was not until 1911 when the government put up a ramshackle, drafty mud
hospital “hut” at Kiambu which, according to the DC, was highly unsanitary. It was manned
by a sub-assistant surgeon and an African dresser.115 The temporary hospital “hut” was,
however, destroyed in 1917/18 when it became plague infested.116 It was not until 1920 when
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“a rather primitive dispensary” was built to replace it.117 This was in turn closed down in
October 1924, owing to its propinquity to Nairobi, and the medical workers were withdrawn
thereby leaving the district once again without any government medical facilities.118
It is, therefore, evident that the government was largely relying on the missions to do
its work in the reserves. One way in which the government heavily relied on the missions
was in improving the hygienic conditions in the reserves. The non-burial of the dead was one
of the major health hazards in the reserves. The Kikuyu never buried their dead unless they
were wealthy or great men, for such burials involved a very expensive procedure. Contact
with a dead body meant defilement and ceremonial uncleanness which required an elaborate
purification rite. To avoid it, they dumped their terminally sick in the bush to die and be
devoured by hyenas and other scavengers. Many were the times when the missions would
rescue such people, some of whom they would cure, if they got to them in good time. Fear
of contamination also made some relatives to forcibly remove their sick from hospitals and
take them out into the bush to die.119
The missions were, therefore, in the forefront in the campaign against the non-burial
of the dead. There was quite a stir at Kambui in 1907 following the first burial of an adherent
in which all the adherents participated. The mother of one of the lads insisted that her son
had to be cleansed according to the Kikuyu customs while the brother of one of the girls
117

Kiambu District Annual Report, 1920/21, KNA: DC/KBU/14.

118

Kiambu District Annual Report, 1924, KNA: DC/KBU/17.

119

Cagnolo, The Akikuyu, p. 143; Wanyoike, An African Pastor, pp. 81-83; Blakeslee,
Behind the Kikuyu Curtain, pp. 49-50 &151-153; Hearing and Doing, February-April
1910, p. 14; “The Story of Mucai and his Black Brothers,” Herald of Life, 1 July 1920, p.
11; Myrtle I. Knapp to Babcock, 26 August 1922, Ibid., 2 November 1922, p. 12.

181

threatened to spear her to death if she ever returned to the mission again.120
In contrast, the first funeral at Ng’enda in 1909 was uneventful. It involved an infant
belonging to one of the adherents, Kanyi wa Nyakanai. Not only did the converts volunteer
to dig the grave, but one of them also carried the little casket to the grave. Although Waruhiu
wa Kung’u had never witnessed a Christian funeral before, he amazed the missionaries
because his prayers were as fervent as any white minister’s would be. The mission viewed
these burials as signs of great victory in the struggle against superstitions.121
It is, therefore, not surprising that it was the converts from the district, led by
Waruhiu wa Kung’u of the GMS; Philip Karanja of the CSM; Josiah Njonjo and Koinange
wa Mbiyu of the CMS, who in 1919 started a campaign for the burial of the dead. They
succeeded in convincing the government to promulgate orders which prohibited the dumping
of the dead and the dying in the bush and also made their burial compulsory. The chiefs were
expected to enforce the orders.122 Consequently, the GMS prevailed upon Chief Waweru wa
Kanja to set aside a burial ground for the non-Christians for which Myrtle Knapp boasted:
“we have a new thing under the sun - a Kikuyu cemetery.”123
But the campaign for the burial of the dead initially made little headway. As a result,
the government decided to gradually enforce the orders. Progress was minimal because many
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people, including some chiefs, did all they could to sabotage and circumvent the orders. For
example, one chief was successfully prosecuted for accepting bribes in order to allow his
people to continue throwing their dead in the bush.124 The orders also had the negative effect
of discouraging many people from taking their terminally sick folk to the hospitals. Such
people were afraid that if their sick ones died, the missions would insist that they be buried,
since they could not hide the fact of their death.125
Nevertheless, in spite of their good medical work, the missions were not being given
government subsidies. It was not until 1915 when the missions began to ask the government
for a rebate of duties upon the medicines that they imported.126 Their request was supported
by the Kiambu DC, G.A.S. Northcote, who acknowledged the missions’ good medical work.
In 1916/17, for example, Northcote singled out the GMS’s medical work for praise for being
the most successful in the district.127
Evidently, there was a need for the government to subsidize the medical work of the
missions. First, because it was a heavy drain on the meager resources of the missions.
Secondly, the missions were providing a service that was the responsibility of the
government to provide. As such, the missions were not only saving the government a lot of
medical expenses, but also increasing its tax revenues by combating epidemics and
preventing diseases. Nevertheless, it was not until 1919 when the government introduced
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subsidies for the first time. Unfortunately, they were withdrawn in 1922 following the
agitation of some government doctors from the medical department.128
Clearly, there was rivalry between the mission and government doctors. The
government doctors were not only keen on their profession, but also anxious to maintain the
good name of the government and they “said so, both to the Colonial Office, as well as to the
local government.”129 They accordingly wanted to use their medical work for propaganda
purposes in order to improve the image of the government among the Africans.130 They were
also concerned about the health of the African population primarily for the sake of economic
prosperity and social welfare. In contrast, the mission doctors wanted their medical work to
further the cause of the gospel. They, as a result, had both the temporal and the spiritual
welfare of their patients at heart. Since their work was meant to glorify God, the recovery of
hopeless cases was supposed to be a testimony to all that God had answered their prayers.131
Undoubtedly, there were some differences between the mission and government
doctors which determined their standing among the Africans. First, the mission doctors,
unlike their government counterparts, had won the confidence of the Africans after many
years of residence among them. Such was not the case with the government doctors who
were not only being constantly moved from district to district, but they also had more
frequent furloughs. Secondly, the mission doctors knew the language of their patients, unlike
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the government doctors who seldom learnt the vernacular but rather used Swahili or
interpreters. As a result, the mission doctors considered themselves better placed to deal with
the Africans than their government colleagues were.132 They were also confident that the
Africans would rather go to them than to the government doctors, “and be treated with love
and prayer.”133 But the truth was that the mission doctors were better placed to cater for
mission adherents while the secular government doctors were better placed to treat the nonChristian Africans.
Despite the rivalry, the mission doctors had no choice but co-operate with those of
the government simply because they were under the medical department. After much
lobbying by the missions, the government reinstated the subsidies to the missions in 1926
under a new scheme.134 At the same time, the Kiambu LNC also began to subsidize the
missions’ medical work by making occasional special grants to them. In 1935, for example,
the LNC made a special grant of 680 shillings ($170) to assist the medical services which
were being carried out at Ng’enda.135
The government also extended its medical services throughout Kiambu district. It
began by sanctioning the construction of three Kiambu LNC dispensaries in 1927-1928 at
Githunguri, Wangige and Gatundu. The dispensaries were equipped and staffed by the
government’s medical department and, according to the DC, R.R. Vidal, they were “a great
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blessing to the native population and have been well attended.”136 The government crowned
it all in 1930 by erecting a decent 50-bed hospital in Kiambu town. It was well-equipped and
staffed under a medical officer who was also the supervisor of the three LNC dispensaries.137

Conclusion
By the 1930s when the colonial government became fully involved in the provision
of medical services in the reserves, the GMS’s medical work was already on the decline. The
importance of the mission’s medical work was greatly eroded after the retirement of
Henderson in 1928 since no other doctor was available to replace him. But by then, the
GMS’s medical work had largely served its purpose of bringing the Kikuyu into contact with
the mission and the gospel. It had enabled the mission to reach out to many people whom it
would otherwise have had difficulties in reaching. This was particularly true in the early days
when the Kikuyu were very suspicious of the motives and the work of the missionaries. In
the process, the GMS also greatly helped to save many lives which would have otherwise
been lost owing to the recently introduced diseases in the country. That way, the mission was
able to win many people’s confidence and to bring them in touch with the gospel. By so
doing, the mission’s medical work proved to have been a worthwhile investment.
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CHAPTER SIX
THE EVANGELICAL WORK

Introduction
The GMS espoused a conservative, fundamentalist and strongly evangelical brand
of Christianity that differed from the liberal, modernist and rationalist Christianity quite
prevalent in Europe and America then. Consequently, the GMS was purposely formed
because of the keen desire of the People’s Church of Christ to spread the gospel to the
unevangelized in preparation for the second coming of Christ. Thus, evangelization was the
mainstay of the mission’s work in Kenya. The GMS, accordingly, subordinated its
educational and medical work, which it used as channels for evangelization, to its evangelical
work. The hallmark of the success of its evangelical work was measured in terms of
conversions and church membership. However, only those who had been baptized were
considered to be bona fide members of the mission’s church. As such, baptism was an
important landmark not only in the life of a convert but also in the work of the GMS.
Consequently, this chapter focuses on how the GMS went about fulfilling the mandate which
had led to its formation in the first place.

The GMS Baptisms
The first GMS baptism in Kikuyuland took place at Thembigwa on 6 December
1903. The candidate was Krieger’s headman, Mabruki, who was not a Kikuyu but a Giriama
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from the coast. He was a former slave who had been sold by his step-father into slavery in
Somaliland. He had served there for three years in fetters before he escaped to Mombasa. He
thereafter became involved with caravans traveling into the interior. That was how he had
met Krieger who had made him his headman at Thembigwa.1
Mabruki became eligible for baptism after he had given evidence of sincere faith in
Christ and a consistent walk with God. His baptism was preceded by questioning at
considerable length whereby his every answer indicated to the missionaries that he was
indeed saved. His baptism was witnessed by about 100 Kikuyu and the mission hoped that
“this first baptism at Thembigwa is the earnest of many more to follow.”2
However, the Knapps and Henderson at Kambui found it extremely difficult to tell
whether such a person was sincere when he confessed Christ. They were certain that a mere
confession of faith “may or may not mean anything; for the native will say anything which
he thinks will please the white man.”3 As a result, they introduced an inquirers’ class as a
safeguard and prerequisite to baptism to ensure that they only baptized genuine candidates.
Before the applicants could be admitted to the inquirers’ class, they would be required
to publicly renounce the old life with its customs and confess their faith in Christ. They
would do this by taking a number of fundamental vows. One, to learn of Christ and to serve
him. Two, to engage in public and private worship regularly. Three, to abstain from all their
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traditional customs which were contrary to the Scriptures. Four, if married, not to marry
another wife. Five, to give according to their means for the support of the mission’s work.
Six, to endeavor to bring others to Christ.4 This procedure was later adopted by the other
Protestant missions in Kikuyuland.5
The candidates for baptism were required to remain in the inquirers’ class for at least
two years. They were offered systematic instruction concerning the essential fundamentals
of Christianity, the Scriptural foundations for them, and the duties and privileges of a
Christian. This was done by means of a catechism prepared for the purpose. The two-year
period afforded the mission with an opportunity to ascertain whether the applicant was living
in accordance to its teachings. Baptism was, however, not automatic after the completion of
the two years of instruction. The candidates would only be baptized if their lives proved to
be exemplary, and if the mission was satisfied that they knew the full meaning of the step
that they were about to take.6
After the two years were over, the candidates would be taken before a committee of
the mission where they would be subjected to an oral examination as to their knowledge of
the Christian faith. But the examination did not stop with knowledge alone. The candidate’s
way of living would be looked into from all angles, and all who knew him/her, including the
spouse, would be given a chance to tell of any reason why he/she should not receive
4
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baptism. If there was any reason given, the candidate was asked to wait for a while for
baptism while his/her every move would be watched to see whether he/she had reformed.7
It is, therefore, not surprising that such strictness resulted in heavy casualties. In 1923, for
example, only 42 out of a class of over 80 were baptized, while the rest failed to meet the
requirements for baptism.8
The GMS’s attitude of denying its adherents baptism and church membership after
they had professed Christ contradicted the Scriptures which called for baptism immediately
after the confession of Christ. Instruction would follow thereafter, and it was supposed to be
a life-long commitment, not a means to an end, as the GMS made it appear. There was,
therefore, no Scriptural warrant for the period of waiting and testing before baptism was
conferred. The GMS, however, found the period of waiting to be of practical value. It
enabled the mission to get rid of the impostors since “it was quite possible to get a large
congregation of natives to say that they wanted to become Christians, only to have them
come and ask for salt and other things afterwards on the strength of it.”9
The first six GMS Kikuyu adherents to go through the inquirers’ class were baptized
in December 1906. The six were Wanyoike wa Kamawe, Gicuhi wa Kamau, Ndaguri wa
Kinuthia and his wife Wanjiku, and Mutwanjeru wa Muciri and his wife Nyambura.10 The
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GMS baptisms were by total immersion, and the Kambui baptistery was at the Mukuyu river
while that of Ng’enda was at the Theta river. At the baptistery, a short sermon would be held,
and each candidate would give a brief testimony before being immersed in the water. So
central was immersion to the GMS doctrine that Myrtle Knapp could not understand how
anyone would “be satisfied to go into a church and have a few drops of water from a silver
bowl sprinkled on his head.”11
One of the unique characteristics of the GMS baptisms was that the converts were not
given Christian or European names at baptism. This was in contrast to the other missions
who bestowed European names to their converts to symbolize a change-over from the old
life to the new. In contrast, the GMS, believed that the symbolism of immersion and resurfacing symbolized death to the old life and resurrection to a new life in Christ. There was,
therefore, no need to give their converts foreign names.12 The GMS would also warn its
adherents that the taking on of European names was meaningless and that a time would come
when they would realize that their African names were more valuable than assumed
European names.13
In spite of the warning, many GMS converts eventually assumed European names.
It was considered prestigious in those days to have “Christian” names since such names were
believed to open many doors of opportunities to the holders. Moreover, the GMS converts
were certainly influenced by their counterparts from the other missions, who might have
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sounded more sophisticated, by the adoption of such names. By the 1930s, even the pioneer
GMS adherents had not only assumed such names, but they were also giving their children
European names. A case in point is that of Pastor Mutaru wa Njoga who named his infant
son William Kamau.14
What is, however, worth noting is that the GMS adherents, whether baptized or not,
were a source of pride and accomplishment to the mission. The mission prided itself with the
immediate noticeable outward change on its adherents which it attributed to the power of the
gospel to transform people. Being fundamentalists with Puritan roots, the GMS missionaries
could not have expected anything less from them. They, in fact, encouraged their converts
to demonstrate in a number of ways that they had indeed become Christians.
The first thing that was required of the converts was to discard their traditional
garments and ornaments in favor of clothes. Their traditional Kikuyu outfit was considered
incompatible to the life of a professing Christian.15 Secondly, they built spacious and wellventilated quadrangular mud or sun-dried brick houses. They were generally partitioned into
three rooms, a bedroom, a living room and a kitchen. Such houses were in contrast to the
traditional Kikuyu round (conical) houses with wooden walls and grass thatched roofs.
Square houses eventually came to symbolize not only a Christian home, but also a lighthouse
shining in the darkness. By 1907, the GMS adherents at Kambui had constructed eight such
frame houses.16
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Above all, the adherents proved to be a useful and cheap means of taking the gospel
to their compatriots in the villages. The mission considered village evangelism to be the most
tedious and toilsome work which was as indispensable as sowing was to harvesting. The
adherents would at times be accompanied by the missionaries while at other times they
would go alone. They would enter a village, pull little hymn books out of their pockets, sing
a gospel song and follow it up with prayer and an earnest gospel message. They often met
with mixed reactions. Sometimes, they would get an attentive or an indifferent audience,
while at other times, they would be chased away because they were despised.17
In the early days, Ng’enda led the way and it was commended accordingly in the 1910
AIM annual report. First, for being the only AIM station which had exhibited the strongest
and deepest spiritual movement among its adherents. Secondly, for being the only AIM
station where the most aggressive evangelizing work had been carried out by the adherents.18
The adherents included Mutaru wa Njoga, Kanyi wa Nyakanai, Ngumba wa Gakibe, Kabui
wa Magu, Mukundi wa Kamuyu and Waruhiu wa Kung’u. These individuals were fearless
during the village evangelism in spite of the fierce opposition that they encountered at times.
On one occasion, for example, Waruhiu wa Kung’u came across a “witch doctor” who was
ministering to a crowd. He fearlessly called on him to stop and then preached to the
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assembled people.19
It is amazing that the adherents were able to preach the gospel with such fervor when
they only had portions of the Scriptures in Kikuyu. Since the translation work was toilsome
and exacting, the Protestant missions in Kikuyuland had agreed to co-operate in order to
secure unity in their translations. Henderson was the GMS representative in the United
Kikuyu Language Committee which was formed in 1909. By 1916, only Matthew, Mark,
Luke, John, Philippians and a book of Old Testament stories had been translated into
Kikuyu.20 It was not until 1926 and 1952 that the New and Old Testaments became
respectively available in Kikuyu. Under such circumstances, the adherents had no choice but
to supplement what was available in their language with Swahili and English translations.
English Bibles were, in particular, very popular with the converts. When asked what they
wanted the missionaries to bring them from America, they very often chose English Bibles.21
Beginning in 1908, moreover, some of the outstanding GMS converts began to open
their own out-stations. Kihurani wa Gatundu led the way by opening the first GMS outstation at Mitahato, three miles from Kambui. To the amazement of Kihurani, Knapp gave
him only eight rupees ($2.66) with which to establish the out-station. Kihurani stared at them
in disbelief and wondered loudly what they could do. In reply, Knapp told him that “they will

19

Richard Starr to Anderson, 5 October 1910, Gospel Message, September 1910, pp. 5-6,
quoted by Tignor, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, p. 228.
20

“Report of the Africa Inland Mission For 1913,” Hearing and Doing, April-June 1914,
p. 5. For a full account of the United Kikuyu Language Committee and how the Kikuyu
used the Scriptures, see Karanja, Founding an African Faith, Chapter Five, pp. 129-169.

21

Myrtle I. Knapp to Babcock, 6 September 1918, Herald of Life, 19 September 1918, p.
11; Waruhiu wa Kung’u to W.P. Knapp, 25 March 1918, Ibid., 11 July 1918, p. 11.

194

buy you nails and hinges. They will get you a door and some slates. The rest you will find
at Mitahato: poles from the forest, grass to thatch it and people to build the school.”22
It was also Kihurani who in 1913 established the Kihumbuini out-station, 25 miles
to the north of Kambui in Murang’a district. (See map 2). It was established on a piece of
land which was donated by Kibe wa Maina. The GMS occupation of the area was
precipitated by three CMS converts who had tried to open an out-station there, not knowing
that the area belonged to the GMS.23 That was why the GMS deemed it necessary that
Kihurani should open an out-station there at once. He held the fort until 1915 when Mutaru
wa Njoga graduated from Ng’enda and took over.
In 1920, Mutaru and his congregation constructed a church which was much bigger
than that of Kambui since it could hold 700 people. Like the Kambui church, it was also built
of sun-dried bricks with a thatched roof and, according to Myrtle Knapp, it looked nice with
its straight clean walls and its 110 new seats. The Kihumbuini people received only a 50
rupees ($16.65) donation from Kambui to add to the 170 rupees ($56.55) that they had raised
for the church seats. The church was dedicated during the 1920 GMS annual conference
which was held there for three days from 21-22 September, and it was also attended by five
AIM missionaries.24
Thereafter, Kihumbuini became the most important GMS out-station and it was
treated as a third GMS central station, though under an African teacher-evangelist. Mutaru
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wa Njoga eventually proved to be one of the most faithful GMS converts, in spite of being
so far removed from contact with the missionaries. In 1927, the Central PC was impressed
by a model village at Kihumbuini where 22 houses had been constructed of sun-dried bricks
with neatly fenced compounds and gardens. He commended the GMS for inducing its
converts to build better and more sanitary houses.25
From 1920 onwards, Kihumbuini became a co-hoster of the GMS annual
conventions, rotating each year with Kambui and Ng’enda in holding them. The conferences
were held in accordance with the GMS constitution and they were well attended. For
example, 600 people attended in 1921; 1,500 in 1925; 2,000 in 1927; 2,400 in 1928; and
2,000 in 1929. The conferences were normally held for two days in August or September.
They were used as a means of spiritually strengthening and reviving those from the outlying
areas who had very little contact with the missionaries. They were also used to publicize the
mission’s work, to win back backsliders and to bring inquirers into the catechumen classes.
The conferences were mainly addressed by African preachers and were also attended by local
dignitaries who included chiefs, influential elders and missionaries from other societies. But
the majority of the participants were the local people, both GMS adherents and nonadherents. The Christians were fed and housed at the host center and this made them get to
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know each other well.26

Challenges to the GMS and its Converts
The missions’ evangelical work, however, proved much more difficult and
challenging than either their educational or medical work. Being a pupil or a patient did not
require a lot of self-sacrifice as did being a convert. What greatly contributed to the missions’
difficulties was their tactless and undiplomatic behavior; such as the demand that the wouldbe converts first renounce their customs. By so doing, they scared away many who opted not
to pay the price that was demanded for the white man’s religion. For example, when many
of the initial GMS adherents realized “what it meant to be a Christian they stopped
coming.”27
What the missions failed to realize from the onset was that the Kikuyu were a
conservative people and therein lay the source of many of the missions’ problems. The
Kikuyu were also mainly opposed to missionary work because it was inimical to their
interests. The missions were not only defying their customary laws, but they were also
inducing their adherents to disregard them too. Such an attitude was unacceptable because
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many Kikuyu saw it as a deliberate attempt to undermine their cohesion and destroy them as
a people. The older generation, which was the custodian of such values, was in the forefront
in resisting the missions. The elders accordingly responded by refusing to be associated with
the missions and by forbidding their wives and children from becoming mission adherents.
Moreover, the older people adopted such an uncompromising attitude towards the
missions because they knew what the loss of independence meant. They vividly remembered
the hammering that they had undergone at the hands of the white man before they were
subdued. Although they appeared to have acquiesced to the status quo, they were still rebels
inwardly. Their passive resistance manifested itself in their opposition to the work of the
missions since the missions were powerless to force them to do anything against their will.
That was why the older generation was highly suspicious and resentful of almost anything
that emanated from the white man, be it from the missions or the government.28
The missions also failed to endear themselves to the Kikuyu because they were
largely behaving like the white settlers. Some of the missions had occupied large tracts of
their land, just like the settlers had done. For example, the CSM had occupied an estate of
3,000 acres at Kikuyu, the AIM had 2,000 acres at Kijabe while the Catholics had acquired
about 10,000 acres in Kikuyuland. Even worse, some of the missions had intruded into the
Kikuyu reserves and illegally occupied their land. For example, in 1911 the Catholic mission
near Kiambu town was found to have illegally extended its cultivation outside its boundary
and was not only occupying land to which it had no title, but was also placing it under coffee
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and other crops. The Catholic mission at Riruta was also found to be occupying three acres
instead of the one acre allocated to it. The mission had also formed the habit of seizing
livestock, which “trespassed” into the land, and would only return it after the owners had
paid the fines it imposed on them.29 Similarly, the AIM had encroached on about 500 acres
of land at Kijabe which it was forced to give back to its owners in the 1920s.30 That is why
the Kikuyu coined the proverb, gutiri muthungu and mubea, meaning that there is no
difference between a missionary and any other white person.
The Kikuyu also considered the missionaries to be either government spies or agents
because of their close working relationship with the government officials. Their co-operation
with the government tended not only to generate a latent hostility towards them, but also to
make them unpopular. It was, therefore, upon the missionaries to overcome the Kikuyu’s
suspicious fears and win their confidence. This proved to be a most difficult thing,
considering their lack of tact and diplomacy.31 Such, hostility towards the missions continued
throughout most of the colonial period.
That was why the missions constantly emphasized the opposition of the older
generation to their education and proselytizing efforts. They often tried to impress it upon
the government that the elders were an obstacle to progress. This was a calculated move to
win government support because it also considered some of the African customs a barrier to
progress. For instance, the missions frequently complained that drunkenness and the pig29
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headedness of the elders were the two main obstacles with which they had to contend. They
even went to the extent of complaining that Sunday drinking was lessening church
attendance! To which the Kiambu DC, J.G. Campbell, retorted: if that was the case, then it
would “only affect the elder men who moreover are scarcely fit to absorb religion at their
time of life.”32
Unlike the missions, the colonial state was aware that much time and propaganda
would be required to get the Kikuyu to change any of their customs. The government
accordingly regretted that the missions would either have to wait for such a time or for that
old generation to die off. Besides, the Kikuyu customary law was recognized by the courts
of the colony, provided it was not repugnant to justice and morality or inconsistent with any
ordinance or order-in-Council. Moreover, the government very often blamed the missions
for their tactlessness for they seemed “at times almost deliberately and unnecessarily to
antagonize the older generation.”33
The missions also encountered opposition from the settlers and government officials.
Most of them were opposed to the missions’ evangelical work because it was trying to
elevate the Africans to their level. That is why some of them considered the missionary to
be “the worst curse that could fall on a country recently opened to civilization.”34 The
majority of them were, however, in favor of the missions’ educational work for obvious
reasons. One government official even had the audacity of declaring that the missionaries
32
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were in the country because the main aim was education not change of religion.35
The mission adherents also faced opposition from their own people at every point.
They were despised, persecuted, taunted and jeered for thinking that they were “too good to
continue in the customs of their tribe and desiring to imitate the white man.”36 Many of them
were threatened with ostracization, personal violence, disinheritance and curses because they
angered their people in many ways. For instance, the converts were hated because they
refused to be ritually cleansed after they had defiled themselves by coming into contact with
the dead. They were also accused of drinking from human skulls, bowls being mistaken for
skulls. Some of them even went to the extent of cutting down the sacred mugumo (ficus
hochstetteri) trees. Others committed abominations, such as collecting their ancestors’ skulls
and placing them around the villages of the non-Christians.37 What amazed the GMS was
how its adherents persevered the persecutions “so willingly, it puts us to shame.”38
The problems that the adherents were facing prompted some missions to demand that
they be placed in their own reserves within the Kikuyu reserves beyond the control of their
own people. Governor E.P.C. Girouard responded by setting up the Native Converts’
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Committee in 1912 to consider the issue.39 The members of the committee were the Ukamba
PC, C.W. Hobley; the Kenya province PC, C.R.W. Lane; the Assistant Kiambu DC, C.C.
Dundas; and the Fort Hall DC, G.A.S. Northcote. The committee held its fact-finding
meeting at Kiambu on 25 and 26 April 1912. The meeting was attended by some prominent
Kikuyu elders and some chiefs, such as Kinyanjui wa Gathirimu, Mararo wa Ngururo, Mimi
wa Richu and Njiiri wa Karanja. The converts were represented by 13 converts; five from
the CSM, six from the French mission at Kiambu and two from the Italian mission at
Murang’a. Philip Karanja of the CSM was the converts’ spokesman. Interestingly, the
missions were not represented although the meeting had been called to find ways and means
of establishing “a better understanding between the missions and the natives and to find a
solution to some of the causes of disagreement.”40
During the meeting, the converts expressed several grievances. First, they claimed
that they were not only being denied land rights in the reserves but they were also being
debarred from participating in cultural observances. Secondly, in the event of their deaths,
they wanted their widows to live with their relatives, rather than with the missions. In
addition, they also wanted their widows to be allowed to continue receiving instruction from
the missions. Above all, they wanted their widows to be remarried to converts rather than to
their unconverted brothers-in-law. Thirdly, they were also concerned about the fate of their
moveable material property on the mission premises after their death. On their part, the chiefs
and the elders had two main complaints. They complained that the converts were not willing
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to pay bride-price for their wives and neither did converts want to submit to their authority.41
After much discussion, it transpired that the converts were not being denied land
rights, and neither were they being treated differently from the others in the reserves. It also
became clear that the converts only objected to being subjected to take the traditional Kikuyu
oath of muma, but they had no objection to the ciama (councils of elders) exercising
jurisdiction over them. The elders agreed that the converts were free to take the Christian
oaths, instead of the muma oath, before a district officer. The converts also conceded that
they were willing to pay bride-price for their wives like everybody else. The elders were
informed that the converts’ widows could not be debarred from re-marrying or be obliged
to cohabit with their unconverted brothers-in-law. It was, however, agreed that if a convert’s
widow re-married, the children she had borne with her deceased husband would be retained
by his relatives and her suitor would refund the dowry paid by her first husband. It was also
unanimously agreed by the elders and the converts that the converts’ moveable property
would be inherited by their relatives in accordance to the Kikuyu customary law. That way,
the missions were excluded because “in their own words they had changed their custom in
regard to religion but not in respect to property.”42
The committee concluded that the converts had on the whole not thought of departing
from their customary laws in any of its main principles. Secondly, that the converts also
wished to live with their own people rather than with the missionaries. Consequently, the
committee did not find it necessary to place them in their own reserves within the Kikuyu
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reserves. The Committee ended up blaming the missionaries for instigating their converts to
complain because they had some vested interests in the matter.43
Nevertheless, some of the problems which confronted the missions and their
adherents proved to be temporary rather than permanent. Beginning in 1915 onwards, Kikuyu
hostility towards the missions gradually began to break down. As seen in Chapter Four, this
manifested itself in an increased enrollment in the mission schools. It also manifested itself
in an increased church attendance. Interestingly, the beginning of the Kikuyu’s change of
attitude towards the missions coincided with the First World War.

The Years of Growth and Challenges, 1915-1929
The war did not initially disrupt the GMS’s work, like it did that of some other
missions, since no GMS missionary was called to the front or interned for being a hostile
alien.44 The war instead caused several unpleasant inconveniences to the GMS. First, freight
rates between America and Kenya increased enormously, thereby making the goods very
expensive. Secondly, the war led to a scarcity of basic necessities and to prices soaring as
high as 100 percent. This made it impossible for the GMS missionaries to live on what they
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did before the war. Fourthly, letters to and from Kenya became liable to censorship and other
restrictions. Fifthly, the war disrupted lines of transport and communication and as a result,
money, letters and cables to and from overseas were either delayed or lost. In early 1916, for
example, Kenya lost 126 bags of mail from England and 10 bags from the USA when the
ship that was carrying them was torpedoed and sank. Consequently, the GMS not only
blamed Germany for the problems, but also supported America’s entry into the war on the
side of the allies.45
As already indicated in Chapter Four, there was an influx of many Kikuyu to the
missions during the war. This led to an increased enrollment in schools and to a rapid
increase in church attendance. Before the war broke out, the GMS church attendance had
been very poor. For example, in 1911, Kambui and Ng’enda had an average attendance of
35 at the daily church service and 67 at their Sunday services.46 But during the war, the GMS
churches began to be overcrowded for the first time since they were dedicated. By 1916, as
many as 500 were attending church services at Kambui alone. The GMS took this as a sign
that a revival was in the offing among the younger generation. This view was supported by
some of the other Protestant missions in Kikuyuland. 47
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In contrast, some other missions, chiefs and government officials thought otherwise.
The Catholics denied that there was any noticeable movement to the missions since the
general attitude of the Kikuyu remained one of indifference. On the other hand, the
administrators believed that the increased attendance was brought about by some males who
had sought refuge in the missions. This was in an attempt to evade being recruited into the
Carrier Corps since mission adherents were exempt from recruitment. But the fallacy of this
argument was that the increased attendance also involved women and children. The Kiambu
DC, G.A.S. Northcote, dismissed their attendance by arguing that the children went to the
missions out of curiosity while the females went there to escape from being oppressed in
their homes.48
The GMS decided to overcome the overcrowding problem by constructing a larger
church at Kambui which could accommodate about 500 communicants. By the end of 1916,
$537 had been collected, by voluntary subscription in America, for the construction of the
new church.49 But the church was never built then because of three main reasons. First, there
was an acute shortage of building materials, and whatever little was available was very
expensive. Secondly, the Knapps were due to leave for home on furlough in 1917 and they
accordingly decided to wait until their return to start construction.50 Thirdly, the war
temporarily solved the overcrowding problem when many of the GMS adherents were
48
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drafted into the Carrier Corps battalion in early 1917.
The call for Carrier Corps for military service in German East Africa had greatly
depopulated Kikuyuland. By April 1917, the Kiambu DC, G.A.S. Northcote, estimated that
only about 300 more able-bodied men could be obtained from the district. Reports of high
mortality rates at the war front had compelled many Kikuyu men to migrate to the Rift Valley
and elsewhere in a bid to dodge recruitment. In early 1917, the government issued an order
for the compulsory recruitment of 40,000 men for the Carrier Corps. The order also covered
all the able-bodied mission male adherents aged 18-35.51 The mission adherents were,
however, exempted from compulsory recruitment and were instead allowed to volunteer by
joining the Kikuyu Missions Volunteer Corps Battalion (KMV).
The KMV was formed in June 1917 and it was the brainchild of John Arthur of the
CSM. It consisted of about 2,000 mission adherents from the colony and it was commanded
by Arthur and officered by other missionaries. The GMS contributed a total of 255 men, 140
from Kambui and 115 from Ng’enda.52 The KMV served in southern German East Africa by
carrying loads for the military in places where animal and mechanized transport was
impossible. They were commended for being the only ones among the Carrier Corps who
seemed “to understand why we are out there.”53 The death toll among the KMV was about

51

Kiambu District Annual Report, 1916/17, KNA: DC/KBU/1/10; Kiambu District
Annual Report, 1917/18, KNA: DC/KBU/1/11.
52

Myrtle I. Knapp to Babcock, 20 April 1917, Herald of Life, 12 July 1917, p. 11.

53

“Association Work in East Africa,” Ibid., 13 September 1917, p. 12.

207

three percent owing to better medical facilities that were provided by the missionaries.54 The
KMV returned from the front in early 1918 after nine months of service, and all the GMS
recruits (except two) returned.55
The recruitment of mission adherents into the KMV proved to be just a temporary
setback. The tide began to turn in favor of the missions and their adherents after the war. The
first major victory occurred in 1919 when the anti-Christian bias in the councils of elders
(ciama) was eliminated. The 1912 settlement between the converts and the ciama had proved
to be superficial as the underlying contentious issues had continued to simmer unabated. For
example, an elders’ tribunal court held at Kambui in 1914 had declined to adjudicate on the
grounds that “they could not judge Christian cases, for the Christians would not do as they
were told.”56 It is, therefore, not surprising that in 1916/17, 25 cases involving the converts
were heard in appeal by the administration. But the appeals proved that the alleged unfair
treatment of the converts was in the main baseless. In spite of this, the missions continued
to complain that their adherents were being denied justice by the ciamas on the grounds that
their laws and rulings were incompatible with Christian tenets. It was not until 1919 when
the Kiambu DC, G.A.S. Northcote, conceded that there was “a certain amount of bias against
Christians in the Councils.”57
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A solution was finally reached in March 1919 to the delight of the converts whereby
four of them were appointed to represent the interests of the converts in the tribunals. These
were Waruhiu wa Kung’u of the GMS, Philip Karanja of the CSM, and Koinange wa Mbiyu
and Josiah Njonjo of the CMS. Their appointment followed a meeting at Kabete in March
1919 under the chairmanship of the Chief Native Commissioner, John Ainsworth. The
meeting was attended by chiefs, leading elders and converts. Koinange was the spokesman
of the converts on that occasion.58
By 1920, the Kiambu DC, J.G. Campbell, was certain that there was no longer any
active bias against the converts in the ciama. This was because some of the most
conservative chiefs in the district; Kinyanjui wa Gathirimu, Munene wa Gatonye and Kioi
wa Nagi, had begun to send some of their children to school.59
As was mentioned in Chapter Five, it was Waruhiu wa Kung’u, Philip Karanja,
Koinange wa Mbiyu and Josiah Njonjo who in 1919 started a campaign for the burial of the
dead. Their campaign culminated with government legislation to that effect. The four were
also in the forefront in the formation of the first quasi-political organization in the colony.
This was the Kikuyu Association which was formed in 1919 to protect their remaining lands
from any further alienation for white settlement. To crown it all, the four converts were
appointed chiefs in the 1921-22 period.60 This greatly enhanced the position of the missions
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and their adherents “for in the turbulent, competitive political climate of the early colonial
regime in Kikuyuland the ability of a faction to gain an advantage counted for a great deal.”61
After the war, there also appeared to be a general breakdown of hostility to education
and conversion. While it had been a disgrace in the past for a Kikuyu to become a convert,
it was then becoming the respectable thing to do. People regarded Christianity as an
indispensable key to future advancement. As such, the GMS church membership began to
swell. In 1919, the GMS had a church membership of 300 whose devotion “may well put
those in the homeland to shame.”62 By 1924, the figure had risen to about 1,000
communicants.63
The end of the war also witnessed the re-surfacing of the overcrowding problem in
the Kambui church. The problem compelled the Knapps to appoint ushers, not to seat the
people, but to crowd them in. Even after squeezing the people in, many more could not get
in. The church, which was meant to accommodate 150, could only accommodate about 350
people. Consequently, the Knapps decided to build a church which could comfortably seat
500 people.64
The new church was eventually built in 1922 with 6,000 sun-dried bricks. The old
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church was gradually pulled down as the new one progressed. They first built the four walls
of the new church which enclosed the old building. In the meantime, they continued to
worship in the old church until the new walls were completed. The roof was then taken off
and they had services without a roof until the new one was put on. Then the old walls were
taken down and they had services with just a soft earth floor. They next put in the windows
and plastered the walls and the floor. The church had glass windows, unlike the old church,
which had only one glass window at the back. It also had a six-feet wide verandah all the way
around it. The church was dedicated on 29 September 1922 and the dedication ceremony was
attended by about 1,000 people from the Kikuyu, Kamba and Maasai ethnic groups and
representative missionaries from the AIM, the CSM, the CMS and the Independent
Baptists.65
As the missions’ work began to grow, so did the problems which emanated from
their confrontation with the Kikuyu’s rising tide of nationalist aspirations. After the war, the
list of Kikuyu grievances continued to grow. In the forefront was the land question which
was compounded by an influx of more European settlers thereby increasing Kikuyu fears that
they might lose more land. The security of their remaining lands became of paramount
importance after the status of the country was changed in 1920 from a protectorate to a
colony.66 In the same year, racial discrimination also became more pronounced when the
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government introduced the hated kipande registration system for the Africans. Furthermore,
the currency was changed in 1921 from rupees to florins and again in 1923 from florins to
shillings thereby creating a lot of confusion and loss to the Africans. In the same period,
African taxation (hut tax) was increased by one third from 12 to 16 shillings ($2.00 to $2.33)
while the African wages were at the same time reduced by one-third owing to the economic
depression of 1921. To crown it all, compulsory labor-recruitment, for white settlers and
public projects, was also intensified thereby causing a lot of resentment among the Africans.
These grievances contributed to the awakening of the Kikuyu’s political consciousness which
manifested itself in the formation of their own political organizations to champion their
cause.
The Young Kikuyu Association (YKA) was the first Kenya African political
association to challenge the government directly. It was formed on 7 June 1921 by Harry
Thuku and his Nairobi-based associates, in response to a planned government proposal to cut
the Africans’ wages by one third in order to recoup the losses brought about by the war. The
object of the YKA was, therefore, to organize a protest against the threatened reduction of
wages.67
Thuku was a GMS convert who had been educated at Kambui from 1908 to 1911. His
Gathirimu sub-clan had donated the Kambui land to the GMS. Thuku was also the first GMS
convert whose marriage had almost ended up in a divorce.68 After leaving Kambui, he briefly
worked as a cleaner/messenger for the then Standard Bank of South Africa in Nairobi. He
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did not last long because he was convicted and sentenced to two years’ imprisonment for
forging Knapp’s check.69 After he was released in mid 1913, he worked briefly as a “hutcounter” for the government in the Turkana area. Then in 1914, Thuku was employed as a
type-setter by the Leader of British East Africa newspaper in Nairobi, a job he left in 1918
to work as a telephone operator for the government’s treasury department. The government,
however, dismissed him in mid 1921 when he became involved in politics.70
Thuku was sacked after he had sent a telegram, that criticized the government,
directly to London on 13 July 1921, using the treasury department’s address. The telegram
was sent in the name of the East African Association (EAA), as he had renamed the YKA,
in order to attract people from other ethnic groups. Thuku’s unprecedented action not only
annoyed the government, but it also alienated most of the Kikuyu leaders who had previously
supported him.71
Thuku’s dismissal, however, proved to be a blessing in disguise because it set him
free to embark on his fiery political campaigns in many parts of the country. In the process,
he tried to popularize the EAA and to highlight the issues that were confronting the Africans.
With time, Thuku became even more daring and carefree. He made sweeping defiant
statements against the government and vituperous attacks on the chiefs and the missionaries
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since they were all opposed to his movement. He particularly annoyed the missionaries for
usurping their role as the spokesmen for the Africans and for declaring at a public meeting
in Thika that the Indians, rather than the missionaries, were the only friends that the Africans
had.72
Thuku’s political crusade was, however, short-lived and it ended prematurely and
disastrously. His political campaign antagonized and strengthened all the forces arraigned
against him. As a result, early in 1922, many European settlers, missionaries, chiefs and
Kikuyu leaders signed depositions petitioning the government to deport him. The affidavits
included those of Knapp, Wanyoike wa Kamawe and Waruhiu wa Kung’u of the GMS.73
Consequently, Thuku was arrested on 14 March 1922 allegedly for becoming “so swollen
headed” and for trying “to set himself up as king of the Wakikuyu.”74
Thuku’s arrest sparked off a strike in Nairobi on 15 and 16 March involving about
2,000 workers on the first day and about 8,000 on the second day. They converged at the
Nairobi Central Police Station where Thuku was being incarcerated. When the unarmed mob
became unruly on the second day and threatened to storm the station in order to release
Thuku, the police opened fire and killed 30 people, who included several women, and
wounded many more.75 Kambui hospital was filled with the wounded although none of the
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GMS adherents was killed or wounded. The only GMS adherent mixed up in the affair, apart
from Thuku, was Thuku’s cousin, George Mugekenyi, who had “been dismissed some three
months before for his being mixed up in the Harry Thuku movement.”76
Thuku and his two lieutenants, George Mugekenyi and Waiganjo wa Ndotono, were
subsequently deported; Thuku to Kismayu, Waiganjo to Lamu and Mugekenyi to Wanga.
Ironically, Thuku’s efforts were successful because after the dust had settled, the government
withdrew the proposed one-third reduction in African wages.77
Nevertheless, the GMS was of the opinion that the government had been provoked
and it could not have done otherwise. It blamed the Indians, Muslims and some of the
mission adherents for provoking the government. The adherents’ greed to get rich and obtain
good positions was said to be a contributory factor to the disturbances. The Indians and the
Muslims were accused of inciting the Kikuyu against the white people. They were believed
to have done it through their propaganda that Islam was the black man’s religion, and that
the white man used Christianity to enslave them.78
The Indians were in particular singled out for criticism because of the close cooperation that Thuku had received from M. Desai and A.M. Jevanjee, the leaders of the
Indian Congress in Nairobi. They were the ones who had advised Thuku to send his

76

Myrtle I. Knapp to Babcock, 28 March 1922, Herald of Life, 18 May 1922, pp. 11-12.

77

John Middleton, “Kenya: Changes in African Life, 1912-1945,” in Vincent Harlow,
et.el., eds., History of East Africa, vol. II, (London: Clarendon Press, 1965), p. 357.
78

Myrtle I. Knapp to Babcock, 23 April 1922, Herald of Life, 22 June 1922, p. 12; Myrtle
I. Knapp to Babcock, 3 November 1923, Ibid., 17 January 1924, p. 11; Alta Knapp to
Babcock, 4 December 1925, Ibid., 4 February 1926, p. 6.

215

grievances directly to London. Thuku’s association with them proved to be untimely since
the Indians were then fighting for equal rights with the whites in the colony. That was why
many whites in the colony were opposed to Thuku’s movement because they wrongly
assumed that he was a stooge of the Indians. Moreover, the missionaries had all along
considered the Indian’s influence on the Africans to be of the most demoralizing sort. They
had compared the Europeans’ introduction of the Indians in Africa with the Europeans’
introduction of opium in China. Consequently, the missions had been certain that no greater
curse had “ever been inflicted upon the people of Africa than the introduction of Indians.”79
The 1921/22 political disturbances left much of the missions’ work in disarray.
After the Harry Thuku massacre, the missions’ work increasingly became more difficult
because the Kikuyu as a whole adopted an attitude of suspicious watchfulness. As A.E.
Clarke of the CMS Gathukeini wrote in his 1922 annual report:
The Thuku movement amongst the natives did a lot of harm, and gave us no end to
trouble, and I am afraid we have not seen the end of it. There is still a lot of suspicion
among the natives, both of European missionaries and government officials. Many
of the leaders in the movement are holding offices in the Church, and it will take
some time, and also, sympathetic handling of the whole matter to get the entire
confidence of the people.80
Some of the GMS’s difficulties manifested themselves in a rising tide of indiscipline
among its adherents. In 1922 alone, six young adherents were arraigned before the mission’s
church council for wrong-doing. This was something quite new for the mission had never
before disciplined so many at one sitting. When Myrtle Knapp heard their confessions, she
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concluded that most of them had never really been converted “but had stayed just on the
edge.”81 Two of the culprits, who had been disciplined twice before and did not seem
repentant, were dismissed from the school, baptism class and the church. The other four were
reprimanded and suspended from school and the baptismal class for four months. They
would only be readmitted if they proved to have reformed their conduct.82
Another group of five converts was also disciplined in October 1923.83 They were
followed by another lot of four delinquents, who were disciplined in early 1924, for being
married contrary to the teachings of the mission. The two couples had one and two children
respectively. The mission considered their marriages to be a disgrace because they did not
even conform to the Kikuyu marriages as they had “bought the girls as they would buy a
sheep, and took their property home.” They were suspended from the baptismal class until
they would “be properly married.”84 But such disciplinary measures failed to stem the GMS
difficulties which increased after the formation of the Kikuyu Central Association (KCA) in
1924.
The KCA increasingly made the work of the missions difficult because it positioned
itself as the champion and defender of Kikuyu interests. As a result, it came to exert a lot of
influence on both the converts and the non-converts. Most of the KCA leaders, like Joseph
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Kang’ethe, Henry Mwangi and Job Muchuchu, were converts who had severed their links
with the missions since they favored a secular approach to life. This tended to bring them
into conflict with the missions. That is why the missions contemptuously referred to the KCA
as a “collection of malcontents, with no constitution, no representative authority and no
constructive program of reform.”85
The KCA was strongest in Murang’a district which was the hotbed of KCA politics
in its early days. And it was at Kihumbuini that the GMS first experienced the stinging KCA
political activism. Problems arose at Kihumbuini in 1925 when the KCA attempted to use
the church-school building for its political meetings. The attempts were thwarted by the
GMS and its teachers at Kihumbuini, led by Mutaru wa Njoga. The KCA responded by
dispatching abusive and intimidating letters to the GMS missionaries and its African
teachers.86 The mission, however, refused to budge to the KCA demands. Such
unprecedented KCA attacks did not only make the work of the GMS increasingly difficult,
but it also convinced the missionaries that they were indeed living in the last days.87
Thereafter, the KCA proved to be good in the use of propaganda. The KCA
propaganda resulted in an unprecedented Kikuyu attitude of suspicion towards the motives
and work of the missions. Much of the KCA propaganda took the form of adverse rumors
which accused the missionaries of being government spies who were conspiring with the
government to sell their out-stations’ lands to European settlers. As seen in Chapter Four, the
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rumors compelled those who had donated land to the out-schools for agricultural training
purposes to demand that the land be returned. The KCA went farther and led the people in
uprooting crops planted on such gardens. This way, the KCA, according to the missions,
“achieved a notoriety and a prominence out of all proportions to its merits or its influence.”88
With time, moreover, the GMS also increasingly came to view western civilization
as the source of most of its problems. Its general view was that Africa had become darker
than it had been before the advent of such civilization. The GMS blamed western civilization
for introducing the vices of modernism and worldliness which were adversely affecting some
of its adherents. The GMS equated western civilization to a rascal that dug “wells in the
daytime and stops them up at night.” The mission further blamed the white people for
bringing worldliness to the colony since they appeared to be as pleasure-mad as in other
countries. Consequently, the GMS was afraid that only those converts who had a deep
spiritual experience would be able to resist the impact of the western civilization.89
From the onset, the GMS had viewed the western civilization as one of the major
adversaries that it had to contend with. Consequently, its approach differed radically from
that of David Livingstone who “had dreamed of bringing about a general penetration of
western civilization as a preliminary to the conversion of individuals to Christianity.”90 The
GMS viewed western civilization as a curse and “an enemy of the Cross” in many aspects
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since it introduced many vices which the gospel had to contend with.91 The GMS further
believed that western civilization made “a worse rascal of the unsaved than he was before;
for he has means to exercise his rascality to a greater advantage than he did before he learned
to read.”92 As such, the GMS believed that western civilization not only hastened the
unconverted African on the road to hell, but also made him a liability to the world.93
In contrast, the GMS believed that the gospel was the source of all true civilization
because it was only God who could change individuals and make them better subjects. Such
was the case because the gospel gave the believer the power to live on a plane much higher
than anything that the western civilization could offer. The GMS argued that the gospel
recreated the whole man from within and made him the transformer of his own environment.
As such, the gospel was the transforming agent while civilization was the outward visible
manifestation that symbolized the change which had already occurred within the individual.
That way, the gospel made the believer an assert, rather than a liability, to civilization.94
According to the GMS, there were fundamental differences between Christianity and
western civilization. The mission pointed out that whereas western civilization dealt with the
external things of life, Christianity dealt with both internal and external things of human life.
It further pointed out that although the civilized person and the Christian would appear to be
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the same externally, western civilization had no power to propagate itself while Christianity
had exactly that power. For instance, the wearing of clothes by an African did not make him
a Christian, but if he was a Christian he would want to wear them. Similarly, abstaining from
his unchristian traditional customs did not make him a Christian, though if he was a Christian
he would want to abstain from them. The danger was that the African who strove to become
western-civilized without Christ ended up copying the external things of the western
civilization. By so doing, pointed out the GMS, he entirely missed the fundamental and vital
Christian elements that made the western civilization worthwhile. It was precisely for this
purpose, the GMS argued, that the missionary was needed to show the African the relation
of things eternal to things temporal and thereby give him all the benefits of the western
civilization in this life and eternal life beyond that.95

The 1929 Female Circumcision Crisis and its Aftermath
The missions’ worst nightmare came in 1929 when the center of gravity of political
agitation in Kikuyuland abruptly shifted from the land question to the issue of female
circumcision. This is because the missionaries had failed to realize the value of female
circumcision to the Kikuyu. They only saw the physical aspect of it which they had from the
onset deprecated as being a libidinous and brutalizing sexual mutilation of women.
Medically, they alleged that the operation led to the development of a hard unyielding fibrous
tissue which made childbirth difficult and even to the death of the mothers and their unborn
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children. Religiously, they insisted that clitoridectomy “led to evil” although it was “not
sinful in itself.”96 They could, therefore, not tolerate it because of its attendant health risks
and its incompatibility with their teachings. Their stand was, however, unacceptable to the
Kikuyu who were afraid that the abolition of female circumcision would be tantamount to
destroying them as a people.97
The GMS was among the missions which had preached and taught against female
circumcision from the onset. The mission’s first litmus test, however, came in 1914. In that
year, the mission wondered whether one of its converts would have his eligible daughter
circumcised or not. But to the Knapps’ delight, he stuck to the teachings of the mission.98
It was not until July 1918 when the newly-formed Alliance of the Protestant
missionary societies undertook to unite the missions in their struggle against female
circumcision. The objective of the alliance was not only to forbid female circumcision in the
church, but also to use its influence to get the government to abolish it altogether. It was not
until 1920 when another inter-mission conference which was held at Kambui resolved to
prohibit the practice among their converts.99
Consequently, the GMS church council unanimously decided on 13 November 1920
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to forbid the custom within its church. According to the resolution, any GMS convert who
allowed his daughter to be circumcised would be excommunicated for two years. A further
resolution was endorsed by the GMS council on 29 September 1921 to the effect that any girl
convert who willingly got circumcised would be excommunicated for two years and would
not be allowed a church wedding.100 This was followed in November 1922 by another
unanimous resolution which not only forbid female circumcision among its adherents, but
also declared that the mission would no longer “tolerate the practice within its
jurisdiction.”101
Attempts by the missions to stamp out female circumcision within their respective
areas of jurisdiction proved futile. As a result, on 14 December 1923, the Knapps convened
a meeting of the representatives of the Protestant missions at Kambui. The meeting was
attended by 15 missionaries and eight converts from each mission. The objective was to
formulate a general policy against clitoridectomy. The missionaries and the converts met
separately in the morning while they met together in the afternoon to exchange ideas. The
question was raised again whether it was not wise to ask the government to forbid female
circumcision. However, a majority of the converts were against involving the government
as it would mean that the missions had failed God in their duty to stop the practice. One
convert accurately predicted that if they failed to stop the practice, then they would find
themselves “impotent and helpless” when faced by the next great test.102
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In spite of the missions’ pressure, the government refused to legislate against female
circumcision. It argued that such a legislation would not only be difficult to enforce, but
could also “have the effect of uniting native authorities against the Government in defense
of old customs.”103 The colonial state instead advocated the use of propaganda, through
education, rather than by force of an enactment. Such a non-interference policy, it was hoped,
would eventually lead to the demise of the custom just like some other outdated customs
were dying out.104
It was not until 1926 when the Kiambu and Murang’a LNCs passed a bye-law that
restricted female circumcision to the minor operation. This was because local variations in
the operation had convinced the missionaries that a minor and a major operation were
performed. The major one involved the removal of the critoris plus the labia minora and
majora while the minor one was limited to the excision of the clitoris. The bye-law also
stipulated that the parents’ consent was essential before the operation could be performed.105
The 1929 female circumcision crisis, on the other hand, was sparked off by the first
prosecution under the Kiambu bye-law which took place in April 1929. In March 1929,
Ng’endo, a 15-year old GMS Kambui adherent, was forcibly subjected to the major operation
in contravention of the bye-law. When Knapp reported the matter to the Kiambu DC’s court,
M.R.R. Vidal fined the two women circumcisers 30 shillings ($7.50) each. The fine was not
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for forcibly circumcising the girl, but for performing the major operation.106
The missionaries, who were indignant at the light sentence, appealed to the Supreme
Court which subsequently threw out their appeal. The unexpected turn of events alarmed the
missionaries for it appeared that their converts’ daughters had no protection against being
forcibly circumcised. It was a critical moment since there were a good number of girls and
women who had not been circumcised. They included several GMS and three CSM women
who were already married and had borne children. There was in addition many girls at the
missions’ boarding schools at Kambui, Kikuyu, Kabete, Kijabe and Tumutumu who were
determined not to be circumcised.107
The missions’ fears were expressed by John Arthur of the CSM in an article which
was published in the East African Standard on 10 August 1929. The KCA’s response proved
to be a stroke of genius at the use of propaganda. On 17 August 1929, the KCA lamented in
a letter, which it circularized to all the 74 Kikuyu chiefs, that female circumcision had been
abolished at the instigation of Arthur and Knapp. The KCA also sent letters to Arthur and
Knapp on 29 August 1929 demanding an explanation of what they had done.108 That way,
the KCA’s propaganda paid off because it succeeded in uniting the different Kikuyu factions
behind it as the defender of the Kikuyu cultural heritage.
Since the stakes were so high, the missions decided in September 1929 to petition the
106

Kiambu District Annual Report, 1931, KNA: DC/KBU/24; Wanyoike, An African
Pastor, p. 99; Macpherson, The Presbyterian Church in Kenya, pp. 108-109.
107

John W. Arthur, “Memorandum on the Circumcision of Kikuyu Native Girls,” 27
August 1929, KNA: PC/CP.8/1/1.
108

Church of Scotland Mission, “Memorandum,” pp. 39-41, KNA: DC/FH.3/2.

225

government to introduce legislation that would protect Christian girls and women from being
forcibly circumcised. The petition was supposed to be signed by all the missions’ adherents.
The attempt to obtain the signatures was, however, hampered by very effective KCA
propaganda which took two main forms. First, wild rumors, which were against the petition,
quickly spread throughout Kikuyuland like wildfire. One rumor stated that the petition would
enable the whites to marry their uncircumcised girls and in that way, seize their remaining
lands. Another rumor had it that the petition was meant to prevent the return of Jomo
Kenyatta (the secretary of KCA) from England.109 Secondly, many mission adherents were
intimidated by the scurrilous muthirigu dance-song which erupted at the same time. The
dance-song vilified all those who were opposed to female circumcision and its words were
mainly vulgar, vituperative and unprintable. As a result, comparatively few signatures were
obtained for the petition.110
A total of 644 signatures were obtained throughout Kikuyuland. The GMS led with
485 signatories which was an indication of the faithfulness of its adherents and that its
teachings against the rite had been well received. In contrast, the CSM and the AIM had 98
and 61 signatories respectively.111 Such few signatures made it clear that the missions had
grossly underestimated the influence of KCA and the hold the institution of female
circumcision had even upon their adherents. Their errors left them with a crisis they had
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never imagined possible.
Although the crisis lingered on for a long time, the stormy period was from October
1929 to March 1930. The GMS, the CSM and the AIM suffered the most while the CMS was
the least affected. The GMS lost the least while the CSM lost the highest number of its
communicants. The GMS and the CSM lost about 20 percent and 90 percent of their
members respectively who were suspended from communion for their refusal to sign the
petition. The GMS was affected most at its Ng’enda and Kihumbuini out-stations, while it
was least affected at Kambui. The GMS lost several of its out-stations in the Ng’enda and
Kihumbuini area and was fortunate enough to retain the latter which lost heavily in church
membership. As mentioned in Chapter Four, they also lost about a quarter of their pupils and
some of their best teacher-evangelists.112
Many missionaries thought that the crisis would end up in an “uprising of the natives
demanding independence.”113 As such, the GMS missionaries at Ng’enda took the precaution
of seeking refuge at Kambui thereupon leaving Ng’enda and its out-stations unattended at
a very critical moment.114 Fortunately, the anticipated uprising did not materialize, and there
was only one ugly incident during the crisis. It involved the 64-year old Hulda Stumpf of the
AIM Kijabe, who was suffocated in her house on the night of 1 January 1930, after she had
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been sexually assaulted.115
Much of the trouble for the GMS emanated from its Kihumbuini out-station where
disturbances ranged from Sunday service boycotts to a confrontation during a communion
service. Whenever the circumcision group was in attendance, it would disrupt the services
with unsavory comments. On one occasion, Knapp declined to conduct the communion
service when those who had been excommunicated refused to leave the church.116 Thereafter,
the GMS took stringent measures to ensure that only its bona fide members were admitted
to the church during the Sunday services.
Thereupon, the Murang’a DC, S.H. La Fontaine, received numerous deputations from
the GMS non-conformists at Kihumbuini. They petitioned him to intervene on their behalf
so that Knapp could allow them to hold their own services at Kihumbuini. They argued that
they were being denied communion on account of their conscientiously-held views on female
circumcision. La Fontaine was sympathetic to their request for two reasons. First, because
he thought they had a strong case for they had also contributed to the building of the church.
Secondly, because he was convinced that a conciliatory attitude on Knapp’s part could lead
to the return of the malcontents to the church.117
Accordingly, a tentative compromise was reluctantly accepted by Knapp on several
conditions. First, that the dissidents’ services would be held in the afternoons. Secondly, that
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their services would be conducted by a person who had been in fellowship at the time of
separation, and not by a person who had previously been suspended. Thirdly, that Mutaru wa
Njoga and several of his elders would be present in the rear of the church to monitor what
was going on. Fourthly, that the bell would be rung by a GMS adherent according to the
mission’s clock. Fifthly, that an African policeman should always be present during their
services. Sixthly, that they would be responsible for any destruction of church property that
might occur during their meetings.118
Knapp was, however, very pessimistic as to whether the whole arrangement would
work. He strongly believed that such an arrangement “would inevitably result in friction with
the regularly worshipping body and trouble for the Government.”119 The DC assured him that
if the non-conformists’ services were transformed into political meetings, he would take
immediate action to prevent such occurrences in the future.120 Unfortunately, the experiment
proved unworkable because each group disrupted the other’s service with uncomplimentary
comments. Sometimes, violence erupted between members of the two groups whereupon
several members of the circumcision group were either fined or imprisoned for assault.
Consequently, the back to back services were abandoned.121
The government castigated the GMS, the CMS and the AIM for precipitating the
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female circumcision crisis. They were blamed for underestimating the Kikuyu’s attachment
to female circumcision and for erroneously thinking that their evangelizing work had gone
deeper than they were justified in believing.122 John Arthur, the representative of African
interests on the Executive Council, was in particular blamed for precipitating the crisis. The
government was afraid that he had inadvertently led to a conflict in policy between the
missions and the government, something which was not understandable by the Kikuyu.123
The government accordingly distanced itself from the crisis by prevailing upon Arthur to
resign from the Executive Council since he had created the impression that he was acting as
the government’s emissary.124
On their part, the missions accused the KCA of instigating the crisis “in order to
further its anti-European, anti-Government and anti-Mission Propaganda.”125 The missions
further suspected that communists were behind the KCA because they doubted whether the
Kikuyu were consciously aware of what they were doing at that critical moment of “passing
from childhood to youth.”126 They accordingly exonerated themselves by blaming the crisis
on subversive Bolshevik political propaganda which had allegedly been “inspired from
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outside the country.”127 To support their allegations, they pointed out that “two of the natives
of Kikuyu tribe were sent over to Russia a short while ago in order that they might learn of
Bolshevism, Communism, or whatever you want to call it.”128
The major outcome of the 1929 female circumcision controversy was that the
missions lost their monopoly on educational and religious matters in Kikuyuland. Out of the
crisis emerged the Kikuyu independent schools and church movement with its own schools
and churches. The movement controlled the Kikuyu cultural revolution in accordance to their
needs without any interference from the missions.129 Consequently, trouble continued to exist
between the missions and the movement. The hostility was also extended to the other whites
in the country since an undercurrent of lawlessness and a spirit of antagonism were evident.
These manifested themselves in a decline in tax collection and the tearing down of
boundaries between the Kikuyu reserve and the European farms.130
Although the GMS had by 1934 regained some of the ground that it had lost during
the circumcision controversy, its work never fully recovered. As noted in Chapter Four, the
split occasioned by the crisis proved to be a major financial set-back to the GMS in terms of
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lost tithes and offerings since its collections sharply declined thereafter. Furthermore, the
mission’s financial crisis was exacerbated by the great economic depression of 1929 which
led the mission’s financial support locally and from America to dwindle even further.131 By
1938, the GMS was bankrupt and this led Mrs. Knapp to wish that they could grow whatever
they needed or find a gold mine in their back yard.132 The financial problems not only
hampered the mission’s work, but also inhibited its growth and eventually contributed to its
merger with the CSM in 1946.

African Leadership in the GMS Church
From the onset, the GMS had recognized that its missionary work could best be
prosecuted through its African converts in order to get maximum results. The mission’s aim
had, therefore, been to establish a strong self-supporting church that would send its members
forth to evangelize. The training of African preachers was, therefore, supposed to be given
a prominent place. Responsibility was supposed to be thrust upon the Africans as fast as they
were able to assume it, and the more responsibility that could be placed upon them, the
better.133
But this proved to be in theory rather than in practice. First, it failed to materialize
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because the GMS failed to establish a strong self-supporting local church. It continued to rely
on support from America throughout its existence. Secondly, the GMS never established a
formal church organization in Kenya and the mission and the church remained entwined
together throughout under missionary control. Thirdly, the GMS, like the other missions,
believed that the African church would evolve over a period of many years, and neither did
it have a “concrete view of what the future African church would be like.”134 Fourthly, the
GMS had a very low opinion of its converts whom it considered as “babes in Christ,” even
in the 1930s.135 Interestingly, some government officials concurred that the Africans were not
yet ready to assume responsibilities in church and religious matter because they were “far too
backward to be able to carry out such projects without continual outside supervision and
assistance.”136 Fifthly, the GMS missionaries could never envision themselves not being in
control since they did not “know anything else but just to minister to the sons of Africa.”137
Under such circumstances, it was impossible to train preachers or to begin to hand over
responsibility to them since the mission simply lacked clear-cut policies of how to go about
it. The irony of it was that, as late as in 1938, the GMS was lamenting that if Africa was to
be evangelized, then the “African must do the work himself, as he knows the native, knows
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their ways; their innermost thoughts, as it were, their language.”138
The GMS instead ended up training teacher-evangelists, rather than ministers, for its
grassroots work. The teacher-evangelists were in essence lay preachers who were trained for
the purpose. After completing their literacy training at Kambui, they were given additional
instruction in Biblical studies thereupon becoming qualified lay preachers or evangelists as
they were called. They were the people who did much of the evangelizing work in their
respective areas. They conducted Sunday services, preached in the villages and taught the
catechism classes. The missionaries only went to their out-stations to baptize. In spite of this,
their responsibility in the GMS church was nominal.
The GMS’s failure to train its converts to eventually assume full responsibility for
the work eventually proved to be a short-sighted and self-defeatist approach which was an
indication of lack of vision. This was despite the fact that by the mid 1920s, the GMS had
begun to realize that its days in Kenya were not only numbered, but also that the missionary
days were about past.139 Its policy was not even scriptural as portrayed by such missionaries
as Paul. Paul would go to foreign lands, preach the gospel, organize churches, ordain leaders
and move on elsewhere. Even if the GMS missionaries did not want to move elsewhere, it
would have paid off to have an army of African preachers doing much of the work under
their nominal supervision. Furthermore, their ultimate goal was to eventually hand over the
work to the Africans when the right time came.
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Not that the GMS lacked capable converts to whom it would have handed over the
work. On the contrary, the GMS had many outstanding converts who could have effortlessly
assumed the office of pastor. Even Myrtle Knapp believed that there were no finer converts
in Africa than theirs.140 All the teacher-evangelists were the top cream and the best qualified
of their pupils. They included some outstanding lay preachers like Githogoge from
Githunguri. On one occasion, Githogoge greatly impressed Myrtle Knapp with his “splendid”
sermon which she thought was second to none. What astonished her most was Githogoge’s
use of a chapter in the Old Testament, which had not yet been translated into Kikuyu, and
yet his preaching was “really deep, and his application and instructions so concise and well
adapted to his subject.”141 It would have been logical to send such individuals to Bible
schools for further training and then ordain them to serve in their respective areas which
would have become local parishes. But this was never done.
The best example of an outstanding GMS African missionary in Kikuyuland is that
of Mwangi wa Nyarari who was referred in the missionary circles as an “African Paul.”142
Mwangi was born at about 1904 at Murarandia in Murang’a district and he had spent his
early life working for a white settler in the Rift Valley. Before his conversion, Mwangi had
heard the gospel message, but he had refused to heed it. He changed his mind when he and
his employer narrowly escaped being drowned in Lake Naivasha where they had gone fishing
in a boat. The episode particularly frightened him when he remembered that several people
140
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had in the past preached to him but all in vain. The harrowing experience convinced him that
he had escaped death because God was merciful to him as he did not want him to go to hell.
He thereafter gave up his job and went to Kambui in 1924 to learn more about God.143
While at Kambui, Mwangi had a vision that God had called him to be a missionary
to those who had not yet heard the gospel and he remained faithful to the vision until his
death in 1966. After he graduated from Kambui, he started his missionary work in October
1928 at Githangari (upper Meru). This was quite near where Henderson had planned to open
a GMS station in 1913.144 He stayed there until a teacher was sent from the CSM Chogoria
station. In subsequent years, Mwangi preached to the Galla, Tharaka (Meru), Samburu and
Kamba, regardless of many dangers to his life.145 Mwangi also preached without money or
price as portrayed by his trip to Tharaka. Before he embarked for the Tharaka country in
1937, the Kambui church council wanted to know what his provisions for the journey would
be. His list was short and to the point: “2 pair khaki shorts; 2 shirts; 2 khaki coats; 1 rain
coat; shoes; sandals; a sheet, a blanket and a hat. Total cost, 51 shillings; or $12.75.” This
was despite the fact that he would be gone for about six months!146
In spite of the GMS having such capable individuals, nothing was done for a long
time to elevate some of them to higher positions of leadership and responsibility within the
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mission’s church. And when the GMS came round to doing it, it did too little, too late, to
make any discernible impression. This is because the GMS managed to ordain only two
African pastors before its merger with the CSM in 1946.
It was not until 1928 when the GMS began to prepare Wanyoike wa Kamawe and
Mutaru wa Njoga for ordination to the ministry. In that year, the two were licensed as GMS
ministers. They could perform all the duties of an ordained minister, except wed people or
say the benediction with outstretched hands.147 Such restrictions came to an end on 11 June
1930 when they were ordained.148 The two were to be the only ordained GMS pastors
throughout its existence. This was a very dismal performance when compared to some of the
other missions in Kikuyuland. The CSM had ordained its first seven African pastors in 1926,
followed by another six in 1935 and by the time of the GMS-CSM merger, it had 24 ordained
pastors.149 On the other hand, the CMS had by 1930 ordained seven pastors while by 1945,
it had 19 African pastors in Kikuyuland.150 Only the AIM was worse off than the GMS
because it ordained its first African pastor in 1945.151
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Spiritual Decline and the Need for a Revival
The 1930s also witnessed a sharp spiritual decline among the adherents of the GMS
which manifested itself in several ways. One, young boys and girls were increasingly
admitted into the church, rather than young men and women, as it had been the trend in the
past.152 Two, there was a sharp decline in church and civil marriages which became few and
far between as many of the GMS adherents reverted back to the Kikuyu customary
marriages.153 Three, some leading GMS church elders, such as Kabui wa Magu, became
strong proponents of the Kikuyu customary law and hence a source of strife and
disagreement.154 Four, some other GMS adherents reverted back to the prohibited Kikuyu
customs, such as polygamy and female circumcision. A case in point is that of Chief
Waruhiu wa Kung’u who in the period 1938-1944 married four more wives.155 Five, some
church leaders, like Kirika, abandoned their calling. Kirika, a lay preacher, announced from
the pulpit that he was through with the work of the Lord.156 Six, the GMS church
membership stagnated at about 2,000 in the period 1935-1946.157 Seven, the GMS annual
conferences were similarly affected. Between 1936 and 1946, attendance at the conferences
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kept fluctuating each year but it never exceeded 4,000 in any given year.158
The GMS missionaries and many of their young adherents were appalled by the
coldness and irresponsibility of the older Christians, who had fallen asleep to spiritual things,
just like other Christians all over the world.159 The spiritual recession in Kikuyuland was
captured by Macpherson in the following words:
The evangelistic elan which had hitherto been so characteristic a feature of
its life was replaced in many centres, and increasingly, by a habit of
conformity to routine. People still came to Church but not so regularly as
before. There was much lateness in arrival; a service usually began with a
mere handful of people present, the numbers building up as it proceeded with
some arriving as it was about to end. It was difficult to arouse interest, let
alone enthusiasm, for Church activities. Ministers and elders voiced openly
their discouragement at the low ebb of its corporate life but any effort they
might make to revive its spirit evoked no noticeable response.160
Like in the 1920s, the GMS once again attributed the spiritual slumber to its
adherents’ tendency to confuse Christianity with the western civilization. In addition, the
mission also blamed the new “isms” which it thought were not conducive to Christian
living.161 According to the GMS, the new “isms” were nationalism, racism and modernism
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which “might be summed up in the word communism.”162 The ideologies were blamed for
creeping in “with their satanic sway” which caused an undercurrent among the young people,
especially among their highest advanced pupils.163 As such, their troubles were no longer
“with lions but with wolves, the variety that wears sheep’s clothing.”164 The GMS, however,
consoled itself by arguing that God was separating wheat from tares, something it considered
good for the church.165
In addition to the foregoing, the GMS, just like the other Protestant missions in
Kikuyuland, had from the onset adopted a legalistic approach to its evangelical work.
Legalism in essence ended up creating carnal, rather than spiritual Christians, who in the
final analysis failed to separate themselves from worldliness. Legalism also led to the
emergence of the Kikuyu independent schools and church movement. The movement had
a negative influence on those who remained in the missions since its members openly
engaged in “sins” such as smoking, drinking and polygamy, while still professing to be
Christians. Similarly, the negative influence of the other whites in the country, most of whom
professed but never practiced Christianity, also affected the spiritual life of the missions’
adherents. Moreover, the spread of literacy skills and the interaction with people from other
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races and ethnic groups also resulted in enlightenment and a more secular approach to life
among the missions’ adherents.
What is significant is that by the mid 1930s, some missionaries thought that a revival
was already “long overdue” in Kikuyuland.166 Henceforth, the missions continued to
frequently emphasize the need for a revival to resuscitate their slumbering churches. For
example, the theme of the 1936 GMS annual conference, which was held at Kambui, was
“The Return of our Lord.” It was meant to awaken the backsliders, otherwise Christ’s return
might catch them unaware.167 Similarly, the theme of the 1939 AIM annual conference was
in harmony with their need as it was “Revival.”168 The GMS missionaries wanted an old
fashioned Holy Ghost revival “that would burn sin out of their hearts” and inspire them to
spiritual living.169
The GMS’s spiritual slumber sank into unprecedented depths during the Second
World War. The spiritual bankruptcy was this time more pronounced among the young
adherents of the mission. Such a condition came about after the death of the Knapps in
1940/41, the departure of many of the missionaries and the recruitment of most of the older
Christians who were away on war duties. As Alta Knapp Macpherson put it, “the love of
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some has grown cold; others have been led astray and some in places of spiritual danger.”170
Even the Kiambu DC, H.E. Lambert, agreed that the GMS evangelical work left a lot to be
desired as the mission had “fallen on evil days so far as its religious activities are concerned.”
He also agreed that there was an urgent need for “a properly directed revival of spiritual
interest.”171
Unfortunately the anticipated and much prayed for revival did not materialize until
after the war. Nevertheless, the East African/Rwanda Revival had slowly begun to trickle
into the country from 1937. But it was not until after the war that the spirit of the revival
embraced the entire Kikuyuland.172 By then, the GMS was no longer in existence as it had
merged with CSM in 1946.

Conclusion
As discussed in this chapter, the GMS’s evangelical work had a slow beginning and
it only reached the height of its growth and expansion in the 1920s. The legalistic, tactless
and undiplomatic approach which was adopted by the mission was often a stumbling block
rather than an aid to conversions. The approach drove away many potential adherents who
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could not afford to first renounce most of their Kikuyu customs, as the mission demanded,
before they could even be admitted into the inquirers class.173 Then, decline and stagnation
overtook the mission’s work in the 1930s and they culminated with the 1946 merger with the
CSM. By the time of the merger, the GMS had three fully organized churches at Kambui,
Ng’enda and Kihumbuini with about 2,000 communicants. A fully organized church had an
ordained pastor ministering there. Wanyoike wa Kamawe was ministering at Kambui,
Mutaru wa Njoga at Kihumbuini while the Bodas were in charge at Ng’enda. It was only in
these three churches that the Holy communion was administered once a month. That meant
that the GMS church members from the out-stations had to converge on the nearest of the
three churches to partake the communion.174 This was the case because the mission had failed
to ordain more African pastors to cater for its converts’ needs at the local level. The
shortcomings of the GMS, which greatly contributed to its merger with the CSM in 1946,
are discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
THE GMS-CSM MERGER

Introduction
When the GMS first went to Kenya, it had no intention of establishing its work and
then hand it over to another society as it did in 1946. Its desire was to eventually establish
a self-supporting and self-governing African church. But this did not turn out to be the case
owing to some unforeseen circumstances. The GMS throughout experienced a myriad of
problems, some of its own making and others beyond its control, which dictated that the
mission could not survive forever. The problems eventually compelled the GMS to merge
its work with that of another mission with greater resources. Negotiations towards that end
were started in 1934 and they culminated with the GMS-CSM merger in 1946. This chapter,
therefore, examines the factors which compelled the GMS to merge its work with that of the
CSM.

Chronic Financial and Staffing Problems
In the forefront of the GMS’s woes were chronic financial and staffing problems
which greatly handicapped its work. The financial resources at the disposal of the mission
at any given time were inadequate. This was because the GMS, being a faith mission, was
mainly supported by the free-will offerings of the small congregation of the People’s Church
of Christ. Moreover, the offerings kept on dwindling with time as the size of the
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congregation dwindled. That meant that the GMS often did not have enough resources to
meet its staffing and other needs. Consequently, the mission’s meager resources were often
overstretched to the limit. Even worse, the GMS had no policy limiting the number of
missionaries that it could support in the field. Its doors were always wide open to anybody
who was willing to go. This proved to be an unwise policy since missionary work was an
expensive undertaking that required a lot of resources.
The cost of sending out and maintaining missionaries in the field was high. An
outgoing new single missionary required about $250 for his equipment, $250 for his passage
and $250 for building a house in the field. About $500 - $700 was needed to build a house
of a married couple, depending on the size of their family. A further $500 was also needed
to secure the land of each new mission station, prepare it for cultivation and build other
necessary mission buildings. Each GMS missionary was required to serve for five years
before embarking on a one year’s furlough. The GMS not only paid their passage to and from
the field, but also their salaries while they were on furlough. Before the 1920s, each
missionary was paid an annual salary of $240. But from the mid 1920s until 1945, a single
GMS missionary earned $32.50 a month ($390 per annum) or $1.10 a day while a married
couple earned $65 per month ($780 per annum) or $2.20 a day.1
The salaries that the GMS paid its missionaries were, however, low compared to
those of their counterparts under other missionary boards. This is exemplified by the
recommended salaries of the American Board of Foreign Missions. In 1920, the board fixed
the basic salary for a married missionary in Africa at $1,400 per annum and that of single
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person at two-thirds of that amount. The salary was to be increased by $100 after five years,
another $200 after 10 years and an additional $100 after 25 years. The allowance for
children, which the GMS never paid, was fixed at $100 up to five years, then $150 from five
to 14 years and $200 from 14 to 21 years, with $50 additional if the child was living in the
USA. The maximum allowance for children was $1,000.2 Surprisingly, the GMS
missionaries never complained about their meager salaries.3
The low salaries partly contributed to the GMS missionaries becoming involved in
gardening in a bid to augment their meager salaries and make ends meet. They grew crops
such as coffee, corn, beans, peas, potatoes, squashes and cucumbers. They also reared pigs,
cattle, chickens and turkeys. They sold whatever they did not need and got a little extra cash
which they normally plowed back into their missionary work.4 Unfortunately, their farming
activities could not solve their financial problems.

The Life and Advent Union Connection
The first major financial crisis which threatened the survival of the GMS’s work in
Kenya occurred in 1912 when the People’s Church found itself financially strapped as it was
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“under heavy expense ... making repairs to their building.”5 The Church could not, therefore,
afford to either continue sustaining its work in Kenya or send back to the field its 10
missionaries who were then at home on furlough.6 The 10 were Knapp and Myrtle Knapp;7
Charles Atwood and Eva Atwood;8 Richard Starr and Alena Starr;9 Herbert Hassler and
Florence Hassler;10 and Oren Scouten and Margaret Scouten.11 Only Henderson was still in
the field taking care of the entire GMS work. The situation was complicated by the
unwillingness of the Knapps, who were the pillars of the work, to return to the field. This
was on the grounds that they were no longer young or strong, and that their aged parents
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needed them at home.12
It was also at that particular time when the AIM stepped in and demanded that the
GMS’s work in Kenya be fully incorporated into its work. The AIM’s demand, however, had
no connection to the People’s Church of Christ’s financial problems. The AIM made the
move because its new constitution, which was adopted in July 1912, gave the AIM’s
American Home Council the power to direct the AIM’s field work and to be the custodian
of the mission’s property, both at home and on the field.13 As a result, the loose alliance that
had existed between the semi-autonomous GMS and the AIM since 1901 was no longer
tenable and hence the need to incorporate the GMS’s work into that of the AIM.
Interestingly, some members of the People’s Church, led by Anderson who was also
the president of GMS, were in favor of the merger as it seemed to be the ultimate solution
to their problems. On the other hand, the Knapps, who had already been persuaded to return
to the field, were opposed to the proposed merger because they wanted the mission’s
leadership to be based in Africa, rather than in America.14 That was exactly why they had in
the past accepted the authority of the old AIM General Council since it was based in Africa.
But they were “unable to accept the proposed greater authority from America.”15 They were
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supported by Henderson who, as a consequence, refused to attend the AIM’s General Council
Meeting held on 12 July 1912. The meeting unanimously granted power to the American
Home Council to adopt the new constitution that vested it with the ultimatum of power.16
In the final analysis, what really saved the GMS work from being incorporated into
that of the AIM was the Knapps’ ability to secure alternative financial support from the Life
and Advent Union. The Life and Advent Union was a nondenominational organization which
was also interested in foreign missionary work. The Union was mainly based in the north
eastern states of the USA where it had a number of churches.17 The Union agreed to
financially sponsor the Knapps because none of its own members was willing to go overseas
as a missionary. The Union accordingly decided that the next best thing was to send the
Knapps as its representative missionaries overseas.18
Thereafter, the GMS board offered to turn over its Kambui station to the Knapps for
their use and also promised to aid them in every possible way.19 Consequently, Anderson and
Knapp met with Clark T. Brown and E.T. Welch of the Life and Advent Union in New York
on 5 September 1912. During the meeting, the act of transferring the Knapps’ work to the
Life and Advent Union was consummated by an agreement which was signed by the four
individuals. The agreement stated that the Knapps would returned to Kenya under the care
and direction of the Life and Advent Union. But their work would continue “to be under the
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rights of the New Britain Society, which have been granted to them by the Africa Inland
Mission, which alone has all rights under the government on this territory.”20 The Union
pledged to support the Knapps to the tune of $720 a year; $480 to be paid to them through
the GMS board and $240 directly by the Union.21
The agreement between the Life and Advent Union and the GMS affected only the
Knapps. The GMS undertook to continue the support of its other missionaries in Kenya. Yet
it was undoubtedly the agreement with the Life and Advent Union which prevented the work
of the GMS in Kenya from being incorporated into that of the AIM. The agreement gave the
GMS a new lease of life that ensured its survival in subsequent years. The agreement
remained in force for eight years until it was superseded by other developments which are
discussed later in this chapter.
Ironically, despite its acute financial and manpower problems, the GMS contemplated
expanding its work to the Meru district in 1913! Henderson was supposed to be the pioneer
GMS missionary there. Unfortunately, he simply failed to open a GMS mission station in
Meru because the Roman Catholics beat him to the district. The Catholics got there three
weeks ahead of Henderson, selected their sites and applied to the government for them.
When Henderson got there, he found out that the Catholics had taken the best sites which
were well chosen in order to keep others out of the area. Nevertheless, he chose a site,
applied for it, but the government wrote and informed him that his site could not be allowed
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as it was within ten miles of the Catholic site. He wrote a protest letter to the government but
to no avail. Thereupon, the GMS, reluctantly and bitterly, accepted that the Meru district was
closed to it.22
It was also from 1913 onwards that the GMS began to appear in missionary
conference records as an independent society.23 For example, the GMS was represented in
the June 1913 Kikuyu Conference which was attended by all the Protestant missions
operating in Kenya. The missions wanted to form a closer federation which would unite them
“against the increasing power of the Roman Catholics in East Africa.”24 Although it was
hoped that the federation would later evolve into a united African church, only the CSM, the
CMS, the AIM and the Methodists approved a tentative federation plan. The other societies,
which included the GMS, “declared their inability to be parties to the proposals, though they
were in full sympathy with their object.”25
Nevertheless, in spite of the AIM’s failure to incorporate the GMS into its work, an
uneasy alliance was maintained between the two until early 1915. That was when the
anomaly that had been created by the 1912 AIM constitution was rectified. The solution was
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for the two missionary societies to break their no longer feasible alliance and go their
different ways. And that is exactly what happened. As the AIM’s Hearing and Doing
magazine reported:
Dr. and Mrs. John E. Henderson have tendered their resignation as allied missionaries
of the Africa Inland Mission, and together with Mr. and Mrs. Knapp will continue
the work at Kambui and Ng’enda under the direction of the Gospel Missionary
Society. The GMS, which has had a friendly alliance with our work for years, will
now work independently.26

The GMS board in America welcomed the split on the grounds that the changes
would “contribute to the efficiency of the work.”27 The split did not cause bitterness on either
side as the cordial relations which had been established between the GMS and the AIM
missionaries were maintained throughout. The missionaries of the two societies continued
to participate in each other’s annual conferences which, according to Mrs. Myrtle Knapp,
provided some splendid refreshing spiritual atmosphere.28
In the final analysis, the GMS emerged from the aborted GMS-AIM merger as the
greatest loser. The GMS ended losing some of its missionaries, who had been in favor of the
merger, to the AIM. These were Herbert Hassler and Florence Hassler; Oren Scouten and
Margaret Scouten; and Mary A. Slater. On the other hand, Charles Atwood and Eva Atwood
plus Richard Starr and Alena Starr opted not to return to the field thereafter. When the dust
had finally settled, the GMS was left with only five missionaries in Kenya. These were
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Knapp and Myrtle Knapp; Henderson and Margaret Henderson; and Mary Gamertsfelder.
The GMS would never again have so many missionaries in Kenya, at any given time, as it
had before the break with the AIM.
As such, the years before the split with the AIM were the best ever for the GMS in
terms of staffing its Kenyan work as it had 17 missionaries there. These were Krieger (18951906); Bertha Krieger (1902-1906); Gertrude Wheeler (1899); the Atwoods (1903-1908);
the Scoutens (1905-1912); the Starrs (1906-1911); the Hasslers (1907-1915); and the
Knapps, the Hendersons plus Mary Gamertsfelder who continued to serve the GMS for many
years. On the other hand, Mary Slater had served throughout with the AIM at Rumuruti
among the Maasai. The GMS also had Mabel Grimes of the AIM serve at Ng’enda for
several years up to 1911 when she went on furlough. The 1907-1911 period was particularly
the best ever for the GMS as it had 13 missionaries in the field, a number that would never
be equaled in subsequent years.

Schism in the People’s Church
No sooner had the dust settled after the break with the AIM than the People’s Church
was hit by schism which adversely affected the GMS’s work thereafter. The schism occurred
because the People’s Church had been in a state of spiritual decline which Anderson
attributed to worldliness and the love for pleasure. By 1915, the spiritual ebb was so low that
Anderson had been praying “for a season of Revival at the People’s Church of Christ.”29 But
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instead of a revival, schism occurred within the Church.
The people responsible for the spiritual decline and the schism were the leaders of
the Sunday School and the Young People’s Society, who were offended by the pastor’s call
to stop indulging in worldliness. The church leadership was particularly angry with them
because they were leading the youth astray, rather than in the paths of righteousness. It had
been noticed that the youth lost their testimony and the desire for the things of God soon after
coming into the Sunday School and the Young People’s Society. The leaders of the two
youth organizations were accordingly accused of encouraging the youth “in frivolity and in
carnal and spirit-hindering entertainments.”30
The leaders of the two youth societies had responded to the accusations with hostility.
Their hostility had manifested itself in a spirit of criticism which had made it almost
impossible for the pastor to enforce church discipline. For instance, when the president of
the Young People’s Society was summoned before the Church’s board, she flippantly refused
to accept that what they were doing was sinful. She instead freely admitted that “she was a
theatre goer and all the young people went also.”31 No wonder the People’s church had been
“passing through a period of trial” before the split occurred.32
The confrontation between the pastor and the leaders of the two youth societies came
to a head on 10 February 1916 during the 16th Annual Convention of the church. For the first
time in 15 years, a demand was made by about 75 percent of the leaders of the Sunday
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School and Young People’s Society that Anderson should resign. The call for resignation
was supported by a few church members and officers who felt that a change in the pastorate
would be desirable. No formal charges were, however, brought against the pastor “for all
recognize him as a devoted servant of God.”33 Anderson was, however, re-elected to another
year’s term in office by a large majority of the congregation.34
Thereafter, those who were opposed to Anderson’s leadership set out to make his life
as unbearable as possible. Their spirit of criticism became even more pronounced and
aggressive to the extent of waging a press war against him by granting interviews to
newspaper reporters.35 Furthermore, the leaders of the two societies began to hold their own
meetings whenever they chose without any reference to the pastor. When Anderson’s efforts
to reconcile them failed, he abruptly and unexpectedly resigned on 5 March 1916, both as
pastor and a member of the church. He resigned on the grounds that he had found it
impossible to continue with his services as pastor of a divided people. He also added that
those who were opposed to him were distressed by his calls to them to lead holy and
separated lives unto God.36 Although the leaders of the two youth organizations had
succeeded in driving Anderson out of office, their victory was, however, short-lived.
Anderson’s resignation, which had caught many members of the church by surprise,
had far-reaching and unforeseen repercussions. A group of about 125 members followed the
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pastor’s example and immediately resigned on the grounds that they could not remain in a
church where God had been dishonored. They thereupon proceeded to organize their own
church, the Emmanuel Gospel Church, and offered the pastorate to Anderson. The first
meeting of the new church was held a week later, on 12 March 1916 in a rented Booth Hall,
and was attended by 150 people. A Sunday School of 100 children and a Young People’s
Society of 50 youth were also organized on that occasion.37 When the dust had finally settled,
the Emmanuel Gospel Church ended up with a membership of 215 while the People’s
Church was left with 200 members.38
Another blow to the People’s Church and to the GMS’s work was the loss of their
publication, the Gospel Message. After Anderson had resigned as pastor and president of the
GMS, the Gospel Message, which he had founded, became the mouthpiece of the Emmanuel
Gospel Church henceforth.39 The unexpected turn of events compelled the People’s Church
and the GMS to hurriedly start their own monthly magazine, The Messenger, to compensate
for the loss of the Gospel Message.40 For the next 30 years, The Messenger remained the
official organ of the disintegrating People’s Church and the GMS.
Above all, the split in the People’s Church greatly eroded the GMS’s financial base
since the loss of so many members was equivalent to the loss of enormous financial backing.
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Even worse, the People’s Church was from then henceforth a church in a state of decline.
The decline was reflected in the GMS’s work in Kenya in terms of decreasing human and
material resources. For example, during the GMS’s 1917 Spring Conference, only $600 was
pledged for its missionary work in Kenya for the next six months.41 By the time of the GMSCSM merger in 1945, the People’s Church membership had shrunk to a mere 133, and this
partly explains why the GMS was financially strapped in later years.42

The Years of Hopelessness, 1916-1934
The decline of the People’s Church was reflected in the poor performance of the
GMS in Kenya. It is, therefore, not surprising that between 1916 and 1946, the GMS was
able to acquire only 13 new missionaries for its Kenyan work. The 1916-1922 period was the
worst since the Society was unable to send any new missionary to Kenya, thereby leading to
an acute understaffing problem. During that period, the GMS had only five overworked
missionaries in Kenya who were the Knapps, the Hendersons and Mary Gamertsfelder. The
Knapps were manning Kambui while the other three were in charge of Ng’enda. The five
were reduced to three in 1917/19 when the Knapps were on furlough, and then to two in
1919/20 when the other three were on furlough and the Knapps were the only ones in the
field. The Knapps found the burden too much for them to carry alone as they were “two
41
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people attempting to do the work of six.”43
It was while the GMS was in the midst of such serious staffing problems that the
People’s Church created even more financial problems for the mission. In 1920, the People’s
Church asked the Life and Advent Union to discontinue its support for the Knapps after
doctrinal differences had emerged between the Church and the Union. In August 1920, the
Life and Advent Union acceded to the GMS’s request and accordingly abrogated the
relations which had existed between the two organizations since 1912. At the same time, the
Union sent a gift of $300 and a letter of appreciation to the Knapps for their faithfulness
during the years that they had worked under the Life and Advent Union. The Union also
decided to continue to show keen interest in the Knapps’ work by praying for them and by
sending them gifts as formerly.44 The Life and Advent Union kept its promise until the death
of the Knapps in the early 1940s.
In spite of being grossly understaffed, the GMS jealously guarded its area and would
not allow any other mission to have a foothold in it. For example, a conflict rose in 1922
between the GMS and the Catholics over the Riuki area which was three miles from Kambui.
In that year, the Catholics tried to squeeze themselves in at Riuki, but all in vain. Knapp
complained to the government which intervened in the dispute in favor of the GMS.45
What kept the five GMS missionaries in Kenya going was the hope that new
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missionaries would soon be forthcoming. Unfortunately, many were the times when their
hopes would be raised only to be dashed to the ground later. As Knapp lamented, they often
received a “report that some one, or some ones, had offered themselves to the work, only to
hear again and again that for some reason they could not come.”46 That was precisely why
the Knapps dared not raise their hopes too high when they received a report in early 1923 that
a party of five new GMS missionaries was on its way to Kenya. Fortunately, the report did
not disappoint them that time round as the five eventually arrived and swelled the number
of the GMS missionaries in Kenya to 10.47
The five included the Knapps’ only daughter, Alta Knapp, who had been attending
school in the USA since 1919.48 She joined her parents at Kambui and took charge of the
girls’ work. The new team also included two nurses, Margaret Gough and Bessie Lovell. The
latter, who had previously worked for the AIM at Kijabe, took charge of the Kambui
hospital, while the former was stationed at Ng’enda. The other two members of the party,
Andrew Ruch and his wife, were sponsored by the International Union of Missions. They
first went to Ng’enda to study the Kikuyu language under the instruction of the Hendersons.
A year later, the couple opened a new station at Gathugu, about eight miles to the west of
Kambui.49
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Unfortunately, the GMS

received a setback in May 1925 when the Ruchs

prematurely embarked on their furlough never to return to Kenya again.50 As if to
compensate for their loss, the GMS later that year acquired Anton J. Kehrein and his wife,
Signe Christensen Kehrein, from the AIM. Anton Kehrein had been obliged to leave the
Belgian Congo after an attack of blackwater fever from which he nearly died. On his way
home, he passed through Kijabe where he regained his health and also got married to Signe
Christensen Kehrein. It was while he was there that he heard about the GMS’s distressing
staffing plight and offered to temporarily help until the mission’s staffing needs improved.
The GMS had no choice and it not only accepted the Kehreins’ offer, but also persuaded
them to become regular GMS missionaries. The Kehreins greatly relieved some of the
pressure on the Knapps when they took over Ruchs’ station at Gathugu and the supervision
of some of the out-stations.51 A few years later, Anton Kehrein became the superintendent
of the GMS.
The year 1928 proved to be another year of gains and losses for the GMS. That year,
the GMS had expected to gain three new missionaries, but owing to its financial problems,
it gained only Stella Ross. Alta Knapp, who had been home on furlough, and Stella Ross
sailed for Kenya on 15 March 1928 and arrived at Kambui in June of that year. Stella Ross
was subsequently stationed at Ng’enda. On the other hand, the GMS lost the Hendersons and
Margaret Gough. Margaret Gough was asphyxiated by gas, when she was on furlough in

50

Herald of Life, 4 June 1925, p. 5.

51

Myrtle I. Knapp to Gomes, 9 November 1925, Ibid., 11 February 1926, p. 6.

260

1928, and her memory was greatly impaired thereby preventing her return to the field for
nearly five years.52 On the other hand, the Hendersons retired and returned to America,
thereby leaving the GMS without a medical doctor. Their retirement was due to an
unspecified disagreement between them and the Knapps. According to Macpherson, “their
relationship became shadowed by a breakdown in confidence and the issue between them
grew so deep that they had to part company.”53 Their departure left the GMS with seven
missionaries in Kenya.
The irony was that the GMS was faced with acute financial and staffing problems at
a time of unprecedented growth of its work in Kenya. As was seen in Chapters Four and Six,
the mission’s work began to blossom during the First World War and the growth was even
more pronounced in the 1920s and 1930s. Interestingly, the GMS had more missionaries in
the field before the First World War when its work was hardly showing any signs of growth.
But when its work started to grow, it had fewer overworked missionaries whose number kept
fluctuating dangerously. As such, the few GMS missionaries “could not attempt greater
things, even when wonderful opportunities availed themselves.”54 At times, it seemed to
Myrtle Knapp “well nigh hopeless” to continue with the work with their “small staff.”55 The
work would have definitely collapsed had the members of the People’s Church not continued
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to unselfishly contribute a large portion of their incomes into the GMS’s treasury.56
Furthermore, and as was seen in Chapter Four, the growth of the GMS’s educational
work coincided with an ever increasing government and African pressure for the mission to
provide better education and educational facilities. The demand became a nightmare to the
GMS since it was not in a position to meet the need. It was indeed pitiful when the Kikuyu
were increasingly becoming receptive to the mission’s work, and yet it was not in a position
to fully reciprocate due to financial and staffing constraints. The GMS was indeed in a very
bad shape, and this manifested itself in overcrowding in its few facilities. As Alta Knapp
summed it up, “the hearts of the people are open these days to the gospel, but our Church
buildings will not hold them and the schools are too small. Our dormitories are over-crowded
and the hospitals are always full.”57 Evidently, the GMS’s work had grown beyond the ability
of its few missionaries to cope with. Lack of sufficient staff greatly strangled and hampered
the subsequent growth of the GMS’s work in the 1920s and 1930s.
The Knapps, who were the mainstay of the GMS’s work in Kenya, bore the brunt of
the ever increasing pressures since the burden of the work rested squarely on them.
Beginning in the early 1920s, the toll of being overburdened and overworked began to
manifest itself in their lives, and before the end of that decade, they were almost invalids.
This meant that the Knapps were no longer in a position to provide effective leadership to
the growing work, and this further exacerbated the woes of the mission. Myrtle Knapp was
the first to crack under the ever increasing pressure of the work.
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Myrtle Knapp narrowly escaped death in February 1922 when her heart almost gave
in during a holiday in western Kenya for a much needed rest. While at Kisumu, she was
taken ill with what she thought was malaria, but it later proved to be heart trouble. Her
condition worsened during her train journey from Kisumu to Njoro, where she was going to
spend the last week of her holiday on a friend’s flax farm. Upon her arrival at Njoro, she
grew worse, and her host wired Knapp asking him to immediately go to Njoro. Myrtle
Knapp’s pain and suffering was so intense that she “despaired of life. Each attack it seemed
I could never rally again.”58 Her friend rushed her to a Nakuru hospital, 25 miles away, where
she was examined and given medication. She remained in a critical condition for two days,
during which, as she later admitted, “I was ready to go or to stay.”59
Since Myrtle Knapp did not fully recover, she was obliged to go home on furlough
in 1924 in order to consult a specialist. This was her first trip to America without her
husband and it would also be her last trip home. While in America, she had an x-ray
examination which showed that there was no need for an operation.60 She sailed for Kenya
in June 1925 and arrived at Kambui in August only to be “bothered by my old enemy,
malaria.”61 She was very disappointed because she had hoped to return “with new health and
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vigor to take up the work again.”62
In early 1926, Mrs. Knapp’s doctor recommended that she return to America
immediately for specialist treatment in order to save her life. But she procrastinated.63
Thereafter, her condition became more serious when the attacks of excruciating pain, which
had at first come only once in four to six weeks, began to come on every fourth day. It
became extremely difficult to bear the agonizing pain in her weakened condition since she
weighed a mere 100 pounds. Her critical condition prompted her doctor to operate on her as
she could not have made it to America alive. There was also a very high chance that she
might not survive the operation in her weakened condition. As a result, the doctor allowed
her to go home first so that she “could see Kambui and say Good-bye to the people.”64
Fortunately, Myrtle Knapp survived the operation and she attributed it to the many prayers
which had been said for her.65 Nonetheless, she was not fully cured because she was in and
out of hospital every now and then, and she often came out feeling “weak and nervous.”66
On the other hand, Knapp’s health problems began in 1924 when he contracted
Parkinson’s disease which in due course left him looking wretched, pale, frail and weary.67
By 1930, Knapp’s condition had so worsened that he could hardly walk, work or write as his
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hands shook badly.68 In January 1931, his failing health compelled him to make his first trip
to America, without his wife, which also turned out to be his last trip home. Although he
obtained specialized medical treatment at the Oakland Sanitarium in California and at the
Washington Sanitarium, Tacoma, Maryland, he was not cured.69 The dejected Knapp sailed
for Kenya in August 1932, and his unimproved condition left his wife wondering as to why
he had not been healed after so much prayer.70
Thus, in the 1930s, the GMS was confronted by unparalleled mounting and
deepening financial and staffing problems. As was mentioned in Chapters Four and Six, one
of the problems emanated from the loss of many of the mission’s adherents to the Kikuyu
independent schools and church movement after 1929. Their loss greatly eroded the
mission’s local financial base in terms of lost earnings from tithes and offerings. The 1929
crisis also coincided with the advent of the Great Economic Depression, which led to a
further dwindling of local and overseas financial support, and hence the GMS’s inability to
fully support its Kenyan work any more.
The GMS’s mounting financial and staffing problems were further exacerbated by
the tragic death of the 72-year old Franklin K. Hawley, the wealthy president of the GMS.
Hawley was not only the staunchest financial backer of the GMS, but also “the spirit and
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backbone of the work in Africa.”71 He died on 26 September 1931 after he was gored to
death by his son’s tethered bull when he went to feed it. After his death, the Hawley
Memorial Fund was established with the object of aiding the GMS work in Kenya. Knapp
started the fund rolling by donating a five dollar gold coin that he had been given as a
birthday present. Two months later, the fund had grown to $1,500 and it was “hoped that it
soon may reach the $10,000 mark, when the first missionary under this fund will be sent
out.”72 This objective was, however, not realized.
The shrinking of local and overseas funding hit the GMS’s work in Kenya with such
poverty as it had never experienced before in its entire history. The mission’s adherents had
in the past contributed generously whenever there was a financial need. That the local GMS
church could rise up to the occasion, when a need arose, was demonstrated in 1928. In that
year, the GMS church had been pressed financially along several lines and it could not pay
expenses since its treasury was empty. The mission organized a fund-raising meeting in
November 1928 for all its adherents, and their contributions were both in cash and in kind.
Their spirit of giving bewildered the non-Christians to the point of thinking that there was
certainly something in their Christianity, otherwise, men could not give cattle, sheep goats
and fowls for nothing. When the salable things had been sold, the total collected amounted
to 1,479 shillings ($350) which eased the financial burden on the mission.73 But such fund-
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raising meetings were no longer tenable in the early 1930s owing to the abject poverty in the
country.
As a result, the insurmountable fiscal problems made the GMS accumulate huge
debts, mainly in unpaid wages to its teacher-evangelists. Whatever little was trickling in for
their salaries came irregularly and many of the workers went for long periods without being
paid anything. A case in point is that of Pastor Wanyoike wa Kamawe who was not paid in
January 1932 because there was no money.74 In 1933, the 25 African employees of the
mission were paid a total of $669 thereby leaving the mission with an outstanding debt of
unpaid wages of $1,131 for that year.75 To illustrate further, in November 1934 only eight
of the 25 GMS teacher-evangelists were paid their salaries.76 Perhaps the best example is that
of Mutaru wa Njoga whose wages had not been coming regularly from America. As a result,
Ng’enda and Kihumbuini committed themselves to contribute equally the 50 shillings
($12.50) needed each month for his salary. But the 50 shillings proved very hard to come by
in spite of the elders’ concerted efforts of going round collecting the money from the
people.77 By 1937, the mission owed Mutaru about 1,000 shillings ($250), a debt which he
canceled “and decided to depend on God to meet his needs.”78
In addition to accumulating huge debts, the collapse of the GMS’s finances not only

74

Herald of Life, 25 February 1932, p. 6.

75

“Annual Report,” The Messenger, October-November 1934, p. 4.

76

The Messenger, October-November 1934, p. 4.

77

“News From The Kehreins,” Ibid., August-September 1935, p. 4.

78

The Messenger, June-July 1937, p. 4.

267

halted the growth of its work, but also reversed some of its earlier gains. As Chapter Four
made clear, in a desperate attempt to cut down expenses, the GMS was forced to indefinitely
close down some of its out-stations and to freeze the opening of any new ones. It was in this
spirit that the mission in 1933 deferred the opening of seven additional out-stations, which
its adherents were clamoring for, due to lack of $42 to pay the teachers’ monthly salaries.
By 1934, the GMS had indefinitely closed down seven of its out-stations and declared the
teacher-evangelists in charge of them rendudant.79
Neither were the GMS hospitals spared of the tough economic times. They, too,
struggled to minimize expenses and also made every effort to ensure that their scanty medical
supplies lasted for as long as possible. One such way was to wash the used bandages and thus
make them re-usable.80
To crown it all, the GMS was unable to send new missionaries to Kenya between
1928 and 1935. By 1934, the GMS had eight missionaries in Kenya, five at Ng’enda and
three at Kambui. Those stationed at Ng’enda were the Kehreins, Mary Gamertsfelder,
Margaret Gough and Stella Ross while the Knapps and Nurse Bessie Lovell were at Kambui.
Alta had married Robert Macpherson of the CSM in 1930, and they had moved to Chogoria
in Meru district. Thus, the GMS’s work at Kambui and its out-schools had no effective
leadership since the Knapps were invalids.
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The Road to the GMS-CSM Merger, 1934-1946
Thus, by 1934, the GMS’s work, its educational work in particular, was in a terrible
mess with no relief in sight. This was quite unacceptable to the government which kept on
pressurizing the mission to do something about it.81 What the GMS and the other missions
failed to realize was that mission education was no longer necessary since a strong African
church was already in existence by the 1930s.82 The GMS board in America had also realized
that its educational work had outgrown its field facilities owing to the Africans’ cravings for
greater educational opportunities, which it thought was only natural. Since the GMS was
unwilling to drop its educational work, it opted to form an alliance with another mission
which would help take care of its educational work. 83 The search for such a mission was
meticulously undertaken before finally settling for the CSM.
It was unthinkable for the GMS to even contemplate a union with Papal Rome which
it reckoned to be the “Great Babylon” that was continually asserting its power “against the
progress of the gospel light.”84 The Catholics had also angered the GMS in 1906 by
encroaching on a section of its territory at Mang’u, and in 1913 by grabbing the Meru district
from under its nose.85 Relations between the two had soured even further in 1922 when the
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Catholics had tried to get a foothold in the GMS’s area of operation at Riuki.86 An affiliation
with the Catholics was, therefore, out of the question.
It was, therefore, only logical that the GMS should form an alliance with one of the
Protestant missions in Kikuyuland. The GMS had learned to work together with them in the
Alliance of Protestant Missions and the Protestant Missionary Council. The Alliance had
been formed in 1918 by the GMS, the CSM, the CMS, the AIM and the Methodists. Its aim
was the creation of a united African Protestant church. This, however, did not materialize
owing to doctrinal differences. On the other hand, the Kenya Missionary Council had been
formed by the same missions in 1924. It dealt with other matters of common interest, such
as spheres of work, education, translations and proselytizing.87
An alliance with the CMS was not considered feasible and was disqualified on
several grounds. First, the Anglicans had many church rituals which were almost identical
to those of the Catholics. Secondly, their church was not separate from the state since their
monarch was also the head of the church.88 Thirdly, it must also be added that their episcopal
form of church government was unacceptable to the GMS. Fourthly, the CMS’s approach
to some key doctrinal issues appeared to be too liberal for the liking of the strongly
conservative GMS.
The AIM was the most ideal for an alliance with the GMS since they were both
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American faith missions, and their doctrines were almost identical. They had also formed an
alliance from 1895 to 1915. Such an alliance was, however, not tenable in the 1930s because
the AIM was the weakest educationally among the Protestant missions. The AIM gave its
adherents just enough education to enable them to read the Bible, otherwise, it considered
any further education to be none of its business. The AIM had even objected to the
establishment of the Alliance High School in 1926 for fear that the school might be used to
inculcate modernist religious ideas.89 It had further rejected the government’s grants-in-aid
to schools on the grounds that they would have contravened the mission’s faith basis of
asking no one but God for money.90 As a result, the highest education that the AIM was
offering in its schools “would not be comparable to more than that of the third grade.”91 The
GMS could, therefore, not expect to get help for its educational work from such an
educationally weak mission.
As a result, the GMS’s decision to affiliate itself with the CSM was dictated by
several factors. In the forefront was the strong friendship that had developed between the
leaders of the two missions since the earliest days, owing to the good working relationship
that they had established. Their doctrines were also similar in many respects, and their church
governments were almost identical in that the elders had a lot of say in both. Above all, the
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CSM’s education was very progressive and second to none in the colony.92 To crown it all,
the marriage of the CSM’s Robert Macpherson to the GMS’s Alta Knapp had cemented the
relationship between the two missions even further.
Although negotiations were started in 1934 between the two missions, the proposed
alliance did not materialize then because of three factors. First, Macpherson, the Knapps’
son-in-law, declined the offer to take over the supervision of the GMS’s educational work
on the grounds that he could not leave the CSM work in which he was engaged.93 Secondly,
the GMS home board was able to interest other groups of churches and communities in its
mission work, thereby improving its financial base. Thirdly, the GMS board was also able
to send five new missionaries to Kenya in 1935. As a result, the mission decided to carry on
its work alone as it had done in the past.94
The five new missionaries, who became the last batch of GMS missionaries from
America, sailed for Kenya on 27 July and arrived on 27 August 1935. The five consisted of
two couples: Rev. James Littlejohns and his wife; and Rev. Harvey Boda and his wife,
Elnora Boda; and a single lady, Beulah C. Keefer. Seven individuals had originally offered
themselves for missionary work in Kenya, but Mildred Allison and Alton Snyder were
unable to sail for Kenya owing to the lack of sufficient funds. Only $3,000 was available to
pay for the equipment, the passage and the establishment of the five new missionaries in the
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field.95 The arrival of the five raised to 13 the number of the mission’s personnel in Kenya.
The Littlejohns were from Ephrata, Pennsylvania, and both had attended a Bible
school. Mr. Littlejohn had been ordained to the ministry by the People’s Church of Christ.
On the other hand, the Bodas were from Ithaca, New York, and Harvey Boda was an
ordained minister while his wife, Elnora Boda, was a trained nurse. Beulah Keefer hailed
from Beaver Dams, New York, and she, too, had attended a Bible school. She was the only
professional teacher among the lot.96 The Bodas were stationed at Ng’enda while the
Littlejohns and Beulah Keefer were based at Kambui.
The arrival of the new missionaries greatly uplifted the spirits of those in the field,
and they came to believe that they were “going to be able to go on.”97 Some members of the
GMS were even optimistic that the educational problem that had existed between the mission
and the government “was headed toward some kind of settlement, at least for the present.”98
But contrary to their belief, the government was upset because only one of the five new
missionaries was a qualified teacher. The government blamed the GMS home board for not
being “prepared to strengthen the educational staff.”99
The arrival of the new missionaries, however, proved to be a temporary remedy
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because by 1937, the GMS had lost six of its missionaries. The first loss occurred on 10
September 1935 when Nurse Bessie Lovell suddenly died of pneumonic plague, thereby
leaving Kambui hospital without a medical attendant.100 The next loss was that of the
Kehreins who went home on furlough in September 1935, on account of Signe Kehrein’s ill
health, never to return to Kenya again. After the Kehreins’ departure, Harvey Boda became
the superintendent of the GMS. Then on the morning of 1 January 1937, the 72-year old
Mary Gamertsfelder was found dead in her house at Ng’enda of heart failure. She had
labored for 30 years under the GMS and she was buried at Ng’enda.101 The GMS also lost
the Littlejohns in mid 1937 when they resigned and went to work for the AIM at Watsa in
the Belgian Congo.102 Their resignation left Kambui and its out-stations without effective
supervision.
Thus, by the end of 1937, the need for the GMS to join forces with another mission
was even greater than ever before as it had only seven missionaries in the field. Kambui and
its outstations, were particularly in a poor shape because, apart from the Knapps, only Beulah
Keefer, the acting principal and nurse, was at Kambui. Even the four missionaries at
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Ng’enda, the Bodas, Margaret Gough and Stella Ross, were also overworked and could not
adequately supervise their outlying out-stations. So inadequate was the GMS’s supervision
of its out-schools that the Murang’a district LNC threatened in 1937 to discontinue its aid
to the GMS schools if supervision did not improve.103
Surprisingly, even at that point, some members of the People’s Church were still
opposed to the GMS giving up its educational work. Those in favor of retaining the work
argued that it was essential for the members of the church to sacrifice themselves even
further to ensure the survival of their work during those difficult times. They also argued that
their school work would be undone by others, which was unconvincing, as they were
supposed to hand over their work to another mission of their choice. They were also afraid
that dropping the work would be tantamount to dishonoring God who had given it to them
in the first place. Moreover, they were also optimistic that the mission’s financial situation
would improve in the near future.104 This was despite the fact that by 1938, the GMS was so
bankrupt that Myrtle Knapp was wishing that they could grow whatever they needed or find
a gold mine in their back yard!105
The following statistics demonstrate that the GMS was indeed in a very poor shape
financially. By its fiftieth anniversary on 31 January 1938, the People’s Church of Christ had
taken in altogether about 1,000 members. At the same time, it had also taken in
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approximately $200,000 of which $76,000 had been expended on its foreign missionary work
in Africa, Asia and South America.106 That meant that the GMS had been spending roughly
$1,800 a year ($150 per month or $3 a day) on its missionary work. No wonder its Kenyan
work was bankrupt by 1938!
Since the staffing crisis was desperate, the GMS management in Kenya appointed a
secular principal in 1938, in an effort to placate the government. The principal, Edward
Lindley, took charge of all the GMS educational work at Kambui and its out-schools.107 The
GMS home board reluctantly accepted the appointment of a secular educator on the grounds
that there was no missionary available then to take the job.108 The appointment of Edward
Lindley was, therefore, meant to be a temporary measure and not a permanent solution to the
worsening GMS’s chronic staffing problems.
But rather than improve, the GMS’s staffing position thereafter rapidly went out of
control as the mission lost in a quick succession four of its few remaining missionaries.
Margaret Gough and Beulah Keefer went home on furlough in July 1939 and July 1940
respectively, never to return to Kenya again. The greatest blow came, however, with the
death of the Knapps in the early 1940s. Although they had been invalids for many years, they
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had refused to retire, mainly on the grounds that no replacements could be found for them.109
During the 1930s, the health of the Knapps, particularly that of Knapp, had rapidly
gone downhill, and it was plain that they were living on borrowed time. By early 1936,
Knapp’s bouts of sickness had become almost unbearable as he was experiencing very severe
attacks every now and then. By September of that year, his condition was so critical that Alta
and Macpherson were hastily summoned to Kambui. The Macphersons remained at Kambui
for about a week, and they only left when his condition began to improve.110
It was also at about that time when the GMS church elders decided to build a
permanent “stone” memorial church to the Knapps, which would accommodate at least 1,200
people. The elders wanted to put in the foundation and have Knapp lay the corner stone
before he died. A bigger church was needed because the old one had room for only 500 and
on communion Sundays, 500-700 communicants could not get space. The only option was
for the communicants to either meet outside the church for the communion or to be served
in relays.111 But owing to the mission’s financial problems, work on the new church was
delayed, in spite of the mission’s Christians having volunteered their services free of charge.
By early 1939 only $200 had been received from friends in America and everyone was eager
for the work to start before Knapp died.112 The Knapps were also eager to see the work
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commenced because they wanted to “leave a simple plain church large enough for the
congregations.”113 Unfortunately, Knapp died before he could lay the corner stone of the
memorial church.
Beginning in 1938, Knapp began to fall down on account of his palsied condition.
Then in early 1939, he fell and received internal injuries which left him in great pain and
distress. Thereafter, he had an attendant accompany him everywhere, whether by day or
night.114 In spite of the precaution, Knapp fell in his bedroom in early February 1940 and
broke his hip. The fracture proved too much for his weak frame to withstand as he was in
great pain. After the Nairobi hospital doctors had x-rayed him, they found out that they could
do nothing as his age and shaking palsy were against him. Their conclusion was that “he
could never walk again and would be confined to his bed for months, with much
suffering.”115 Their prediction, however, did not materialize because Knapp died on 14
February 1940 at the hospital. He was 72 years old, and he died of the Parkinson’s disease
which had been complicated by pneumonia and the fractured hip.116
The death of Knapp undoubtedly hastened his wife’s death for she found it extremely
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hard to re-adjust her life after she had lived with him for 42 years.117 She thereafter went
downhill quite rapidly. Her downward spiral was accelerated by the critical illness of her
daughter in early 1941. Alta spent five months in hospital, from January to May 1941, and
the doctor was certain that her improved condition “was no less than a miracle.”118 Moreover,
Myrtle Knapp alone continued to carry the burden of the GMS’s work on her shoulders,
despite her doctor’s warning that she was too old for such work.119 She died on 25 August
1941 at Kambui of a stroke “which was undoubtedly caused by shock.”120
The death of the Knapps created a critical staffing situation for the GMS in general
and Kambui in particular. The mission was left with only three missionaries; the Bodas and
Stella Ross, who were all at Ng’enda. Edward Lindley was the only white person at Kambui.
The perilous staffing crisis was further exacerbated by the Second World War when many
of the GMS teachers opted to enlist in the military where the pay was much better than that
of the mission. What was particularly distressing to the authorities was that some of the
teachers “set out to show how worthless they could be when their demand for release was
refused by the authorities.”121 The precarious staffing situation forced the Bodas to spend
three days of the week at Kambui and the rest at Ng’enda.122
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Some of the negative effects of the GMS’s staffing problems became evident during
the war when the church in Kikuyuland sank into unprecedented depths of spiritual slumber.
The spiritual slumber led to indiscipline. This was especially serious and more pronounced
among the GMS youth, whose behavior left a lot to be desired. Their indiscipline was
attributed to the lack of effective white and African supervision since there were no
missionaries at Kambui, and many of the older Christians were away on war duties. That was
why the Kiambu DC, H.E. Lambert, was lamenting in 1942 that the GMS work had “fallen
on evil days.”123
The GMS’s staffing problems reached proportional crisis after the resignation of
Edward Lindley in 1942. Kambui and its out-schools were left without effective supervision.
The desperate situation compelled the GMS church council to appeal for help from the CSM.
Thereupon, the CSM agreed to temporarily take over the GMS’s educational work at Kambui
and its out-schools. Consequently, Robert Macpherson was seconded to Kambui in
December 1942 as the principal and supervisor of its out-schools. The lots fell on
Macpherson because he was the son-in-law of the Knapps, and he was, therefore, the ideal
person to be trusted with their work. Macpherson found a middle and an elementary school
of about 400 pupils being carried on at Kambui.124
Macpherson was seconded to Kambui with a double assignment. First, to reorganize
the GMS’s educational work and secondly, to explore the possibility of the CSM taking it
over. Nevertheless, the first thing that he did upon his arrival at Kambui was to get married
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in April 1943 to Ena Hood of the CSM. Alta had died on 28 March 1942, aged 37 from
endocarditis. She was buried at Kambui beside her parents, and she was survived by two
daughters, Margaret and Doline, aged twelve and eleven.125
However, negotiations for the incorporation of the GMS’s educational work into that
of the CSM were started in 1943 and the principal GMS negotiator was Harvey Boda. The
negotiations, however, dragged on for a long time, partly because the war made
communications between Kenya and the USA difficult and partly because some members
of the People’s Church were opposed to the merger.126 Nevertheless an agreement was
eventually reached in November 1944, but before it could be signed, the AIM intervened
with an offer to take over the entire GMS work in Kenya.
The GMS home board was delighted with the irresistible AIM offer since the CSM
had said nothing about taking over its evangelical work. As a result, the GMS board
suspended the negotiations with the CSM in order to explore the AIM offer from all angles.
However, it was evident that the GMS board and many members of the People’s Church
were in favor of a merger with the AIM for the obvious reasons discussed earlier in this
chapter. To them, the AIM’s offer was not only timely, but also “very satisfactory in all
aspects.”127 Nevertheless, the AIM’s offer was overwhelmingly rejected by the mission’s
African church leaders, who carried the day because they had the final say in the matter.
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The GMS’s African Christian leaders objected to a merger with the AIM on several
grounds. First, because, as was seen earlier in this chapter, the AIM was very weak
educationally, and they could, therefore, not expect any meaningful help from such a
mission. Secondly, the GMS converts, unlike those of the AIM, had been given much say and
responsibility in the mission’s church affairs. The mission never did anything without
consulting them. On the other hand, the converts of the GMS had observed how powerless
the AIM converts were with regard to the mission’s church affairs. Thirdly, many of the
GMS adherents had a misconception that most of the AIM missionaries came from the
southern states of the USA where most of the whites still considered the black people to be
inferior. They had accordingly concluded that the AIM missionaries were denying their
adherents more education and responsibility because of their inherent racist attitudes. That
was why they strongly objected and could not even entertain the GMS home board’s
suggestion that they should consider a merger with the AIM.128
The GMS’s church elders carried the day because they were also in a very strong
bargaining position. This was the case because Alta Knapp Macpherson had bequeathed to
the GMS the portion of land and buildings which her parents had owned at Kambui.129 Alta
had bequeathed the property to the GMS with only one basic condition. The condition
stipulated that the Kambui property could never be disposed of in any way without the
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approval of the African church elders. That bequest, plus the needs of the mission’s church
elders, automatically made it necessary for the GMS to affiliate itself with the CSM, rather
than with the AIM.130
Thereafter, negotiations with the CSM were resumed at a brisk pace and with a note
of urgency because Boda, the GMS’s chief negotiator, was due to leave for America in June
1945.131 Without much ado, the joint GMS-CSM representative committee came up with a
draft merger agreement. After the document had been circulated and amended where
necessary, the representatives of the two missions signed the merger agreement before the
Bodas embarked on their furlough in September 1945. The GMS signatories were Harvey
Boda, Robert Macpherson, Wanyoike wa Kamawe, Kabui wa Magu, Ngaii wa Kimama and
Mutaru wa Njoga. On the other hand, those who signed on behalf of the CSM were R.G.M.
Calderwood, Benjamin Githieya Waiyaki, S. Githii, W.S. Dickson, George Njoroge and C.
Mwaniki.132
But the final approval of the merger agreement had to come from the GMS home
board. It was not until early 1946 when the GMS home board finally ratified the agreement
by voting “to transfer our holding in Kenya to the Scottish Church.”133 Thereupon, the
GMS’s Kenyan mission was formally dismantled and the former GMS area was constituted
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into the PCEA Presbytery of Chania. The Presbytery had three parishes which were Kambui,
Ng’enda and Kihumbuini.
According to the merger agreement, the GMS had to adopt the constitution of the
CSM, subject to several conditions. One, the GMS area was to constitute a separate
Presbytery of the infant Presbyterian Church of East Africa (PCEA) which had been
established by the CSM in 1943. The GMS area was to assume the name of the Presbytery
of Chania, with the same rights and obligations which were enjoyed by the other CSM
presbyteries. Two, the two ordained GMS pastors, Wanyoike wa Kamawe and Mutaru wa
Njoga, plus the GMS church elders, would be accorded the same status and responsibilities
just like the pastors and elders of the CSM. Three, the traditional customs of the GMS would
continue within the CSM’s PCEA until they were superseded by other customs by common
agreement. That meant that the GMS’s adult baptism by immersion and infant baptism by
affusion would continue to be an acceptable practice within the Presbyterian church. Four,
the property of the GMS would be held in trust by the CSM Board of Trustees and two GMS
members would be added to the board. Five, the GMS board would be expected to continue
supporting its work financially, as they had been doing in the past, for a period of five years
on a proportionately reducing schedule. Finally, the merger agreement would be open to
review after five years.134
That was why the GMS board and the mission’s Kenyan elders insisted that the
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transfer of their work to the CSM did not mean that the GMS had gone out of business or
that it had lost its responsibility towards the work. The latter were emphatic that they were
not handing over the work to the CSM. Affiliation, rather meant that they would be working
together with the CSM in order to ensure that their work continued to flourish. On the other
hand, the GMS board argued that what really mattered was that the affiliation would ensure
the future of its work would be in good hands. Moreover, the board pointed out that it would
continue to send and support any of its missionaries who desired to return to Kenya for the
next five years.135

Conclusion
Thus, with a stroke of the pen, the GMS’s work in Kenya was incorporated into that
of the CSM. The merger brought to an end the GMS’s 50 years of missionary work in Kenya.
The half century had witnessed the GMS’s work grow from a scratch to its 1946 size.
Unfortunately, the GMS was unable to bring its work to complete fruition owing to the
already discussed problems that confronted it throughout its existence. In the final analysis,
the GMS had no choice but to merge its work with that of the CSM. The irony of the merger
was that although the GMS was emphatic that it was not handing over its work to the CSM,
that is exactly what it ended up doing. Thereafter, no new or former GMS missionaries ever
went to Kenya to work under the CSM. Those who returned, such as the Bodas and Stella
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Ross, did so under the auspices of the AIM. Even the GMS board never became involved in
the management of its Kenyan work in the subsequent years. That is why the merger
agreement in essence handed over the GMS’s work to the CSM. The overall effects of the
merger are fully discussed in Chapter Eight.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
CONCLUSION

The CSM ultimately emerged as the beneficiary of the 1946 merger with the GMS.
The acquisition of the GMS’s work enabled the CSM to be represented in the three Kikuyu
districts for the first time. The CSM broke free from its confinement to the south-western
quadrant of Kiambu and expanded to northern Kiambu and Murang’a district where it had
previously been excluded. In subsequent years, the GMS work lost its unique American
characteristics as it was gradually absorbed into that of the PCEA. This was because the
American ties were quickly lost since no more American missionaries were available
thereafter to maintain the links. Since the CSM was the dominant partner, the GMS adherents
eventually adopted the CSM traditions. For example, baptism by the sprinkling of droplets
of water, rather than by immersion became the accepted norm in the former GMS area. It
accordingly became increasingly difficult to tell whether the GMS area had not always been
a part and parcel of the CSM. Furthermore, close ties were maintained throughout with the
Church of Scotland which continued to support the PCEA even after Kenya became
independent in 1963.1
On the other hand, the GMS emerged as the loser of the merger with the CSM. First,
because it no longer had any voice in the management of its former work and secondly,
because its work was thereafter assimilated by the CSM. The GMS accordingly became the
only missionary society in Kikuyuland which failed to leave behind a functioning and
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autonomous African church. This was contrary to the GMS’s long-term goal which had been
to establish its own self-governing and self-supporting African church. Unfortunately, a
combination of factors, some beyond its control and others of its own making, prevented this
objective from being realized.
Such factors included the GMS’s adoption of tactless and uncompromising attitudes
which ended up undermining its work. For example, the 1929 female circumcision crisis
made the GMS lose about 20 percent of its communicants and about 25 percent of its pupils
to the Kikuyu independent schools and church movement.2 These losses greatly undermined
the GMS’s future prospects since the mission never recovered from them. The loss of so
many of its adherents proved to be a major financial set-back in terms of lost tithes and
offerings as its collections sharply declined thereafter. This was at a time when it could not
afford such loses because the mission was not only financially strapped, but the survival of
its work was also questionable.
Moreover, the female circumcision crisis coincided with the advent of the great
economic depression of 1929 which further eroded the GMS’s local and American financial
bases. The depression made the mission’s financial support dwindle to a trickle until the
mission became bankrupt.3 The financial nightmare brought about by the depression
2

Church of Scotland Mission, “Memorandum,” pp. 70-71, KNA: DC/FH.3/2; The
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inhibited the growth and expansion of the mission’s work. In essence, the depression greatly
contributed to the decline and stagnation of the GMS work, and the end result was that it also
contributed to the mission’s failure to realize its stated goals.
The GMS also became a victim of the rising tide of Kikuyu politics and nationalism
which greatly undermined its work. The Kikuyu had all along suspected the missionaries to
be either government spies or agents because of their close working relationship with the
government officials. This seemed to be confirmed in 1922 during the Harry Thuku massacre
when they sided with the other whites in the country. Thereafter, the KCA’s activities
resulted in an unprecedented attitude of suspicion towards the motives and work of the
missions.4 The KCA was successful in its propaganda because it positioned itself as the
champion and defender of Kikuyu interests and also because it exerted a lot of influence on
both the converts and the non-converts. Such unprecedented KCA attacks made the work of
the GMS increasingly difficult at a time when the mission was confronted with many other
problems.5
Similarly, the vices of western civilization and modernization also adversely affected
the work of the GMS since it was impossible for the mission to shield or isolate its adherents
from them. These vices wrought havoc among the GMS’s adherents by greatly undermining
and undoing much of its work. This manifested itself in a sharp spiritual decline among its
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adherents from the 1930s onwards. The embracing of worldliness slowed down the mission’s
pace of growth and expansion since its adherents’ fervor for evangelization almost
disappeared. This led to the stagnation of the GMS church membership at about 2,000 in the
1935-1946 period.6 This was certainly not a conducive environment for the GMS to realize
its long term goals.
The Second World War further exacerbated the GMS woes because most of the
mission’s older Christians were recruited by the military. This happened at a time when the
GMS was grossly understaffed and was not in a position to lose any more of its staff. The
war also prevented the missionaries who had gone home on furlough from returning to the
field thereby overburdening and overworking the few missionaries who were still in the field.
As a result, the GMS’s spiritual slumber sank into unprecedented depths during the War
since the mission’s adherents lacked adequate supervision. No wonder the GMS-CSM
merger negotiations were intensified and also concluded during the war since the staffing
situation had gone out of control.
In addition to these problems, the GMS had shown from the very beginning that it
could not stand on its own feet without being propped up by other missions. That was the
case in 1895 when it sent its first missionary to Kenya, Frederick Krieger, who went there
as a member of the AIM. Although the GMS secured its autonomy from the AIM in 1897,
its independence was, however, short-lived. In 1901 the GMS was once again forced by
circumstances to form another alliance with the AIM which lasted until 1915. Moreover, its
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work narrowly escaped in 1912 from being incorporated into that of the AIM owing to
financial problems. If it had not been for the Life and Advent Union coming to the rescue,
the GMS work would definitely have disappeared then. Consequently, from 1912 to 1920,
the GMS work in Kenya was partly propped up by the Life and Advent Union.7 These
problems were a reflection and a manifestation of the weaknesses of the GMS’s sole sponsor,
the People’s Church of Christ.
The formation of the GMS was in itself an ambitious undertaking when the size of
the People’s Church and the resources at its disposal are taken into consideration. Unlike the
other missionary societies working in central Kenya, the GMS had a weak financial base. It
was a small faith mission that was dependent on a small congregation which never exceeded
415 souls at the height of its growth.8 Although the GMS continuously made efforts to secure
support from others, it was, however, not very successful in interesting people outside the
People’s Church in its missionary work. Its major flaw was the exclusiveness of its board
since only members of the People’s Church could become office-bearers. In spite of its
narrow financial base, the GMS overreached itself: First, by supporting several other
missionaries working in Peru, India, Japan and China; and secondly, by not limiting the
number of missionaries that it could support at any given time. This became evident in 1912
when the mission was unable to continue the support of its Kenyan missionaries.9 Such
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reckless policies dictated that the meager resources at the disposal of the GMS were always
overstretched to the limit, and when they could not be stretched any farther, the merger with
the CSM was the result.
The financial weakness of the GMS made it hard to attract and retain missionaries
for long. The GMS had a total of 29 missionaries serve in Kikuyuland in the 1895 to 1946
period. They consisted of 11 men and 18 women who served for an average of about 10 years
each. The shortest and longest serving missionaries were Miss Gertrude Wheeler and Mrs.
Myrtle Knapp, who served for six months and 42 years respectively. Ten missionaries served
for five years or less; another ten for five to 10 years; five between 10 and 20 years while
only four served for over 20 years.
The GMS’s weaknesses were exacerbated by the spiritual slumber that gradually
encompassed the People’s Church. The embracing of worldliness by some members of the
Church precipitated the 1916 schism which led to the loss of more than half the members of
the church.10 This was a big blow in terms of lost revenues from those who left. The 1916
schism was the genesis of the many financial and staffing problems that the GMS
encountered afterwards. Similar doctrinal differences between the People’s Church and the
Life and Advent Union led to the discontinuation of the support that the GMS had hitherto
received from the Union.11 Thereafter, the membership of the People’s Church continued to
dwindle as its spiritual decline intensified. The implication was that the People’s Church and
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the GMS were severely limited in terms of the human and material resources that they could
muster. This in turn inhibited the growth of their Kenyan work at a time when the Africans
were awakening and responding to the mission’s missionary endeavors.
The assumption that many missionaries would be forthcoming had made the GMS
to acquire a large territory which was not commensurate with the size and resources of the
mission. The GMS’s area of operation was bigger than that of the CSM and the CMS in
Kiambu district. It would have been even much larger if the GMS had not lost some portions
to white settlement and to the Catholics. The irony is that the GMS had contemplated
expanding its work to Meru district in 1913 despite its acute financial and manpower
problems! If the Catholics had not beaten it to the district, it would have definitely
established itself in Meru, thereby overstretching its limited resources even farther.12 The
GMS’s chronic financial and staffing problems were an indication that the mission had bitten
more that it could chew. One possible solution would have been to reduce the area of its
operation to a manageable size by handing over some sections to other missions. Instead, the
GMS jealously guarded its area, as demonstrated by the 1922 incident, when the Catholics
tried to get a foothold at Riuki.13
The GMS work was also characterized by duplication and wastage owing to the
establishment of two central stations at Kambui and Ng’enda. The two were not even
centrally situated but were rather at the edge of its territory. This made travel difficult for the
communicants and for the missionaries when they went out on supervision duties. There was
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no wisdom in establishing more than one well-manned mission station and the GMS would
have done better if it had followed the example of the CSM and CMS which had one mission
station each in the district. The GMS even went to the extent of opening a third central
station at Gathugu in 1924, despite the fact that Kambui was understaffed! Such a policy was
inadvisable as it entailed not only the overstretching of their meager human and material
resources, but also duplication and wastage. Common sense dictated that the mission should
have established only one hospital since it had only one doctor. One central station would
have made specialization possible to a certain extent. Those with medical skills would have
concentrated with medical work; the trained teachers with educational work; and the
ordained ministers with evangelical work. But as it was, the GMS missionaries were jacks
of all trades, but masters of none.
The GMS also wasted its scant resources by putting up temporary labor-intensive
structures every now and then, instead of permanent ones, like the other missions were doing.
Although the temporary structures were cost effective in the short term, they were, however,
expensive in the long run. They made the GMS to lag behind the other missions in terms of
good buildings. When Macpherson took over Kambui in 1942, he found only one building
on the entire mission station which could be termed as permanent.14 Ng’enda was in a better
shape than Kambui as it had built several permanent or semi-permanent buildings. Its
missionaries had realized by the 1930s that it paid in the long run to put up permanent
structures. Furthermore, good building stone was plentiful in the area, provided they could
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afford to mine it.15
The GMS could have substantially reduced its financial and manpower burden if it
had trained and handed over most of the responsibilities to its converts. An African mission
worker needed a monthly salary of $6 compared to a missionary’s $32.50, excluding the cost
of his passage, equipment and furlough. Thus, the salary of two missionaries was enough to
employ 11 mission workers. Some should have been trained as supervisors of its out-schools
while others should have been ordained and put in charge of parishes, all under the nominal
supervision of the mission. The mission had some outstanding and capable converts who
could have effortlessly assumed such roles. The GMS should also have emulated the CSM
and sponsored some of its brightest converts for higher studies outside the country. That way,
the maintenance of its work would have been much cheaper since only a few missionaries
would have been needed to oversee it. It was illogical to have continued to rely almost
exclusively on expatriate missionaries who could have easily been replaced by their converts.
Moreover, responsibility was supposed to be thrust upon the Africans as fast as they were
able to assume it since the mission’s goal was to eventually hand over to its converts.16
The GMS was, however, not in a hurry to train or hand over the work to the Africans.
The mission had instead adopted a paternalistic attitude as it had a low opinion of its
converts whom it believed needed constant attention and guidance in every little detail. As
such, it could not trust them with the management of its work yet. This was despite the fact
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that the missionary’s responsibility was supposed to cease and that of the African to begin
after he was given the gospel.17 But this turned out to be in theory rather than in practice.
Moreover, the GMS had by the mid 1920s realized that the missionary days were almost
over.18 Yet the mission hardly did anything to prepare its converts to eventually assume the
responsibility of the work. This was partly because the mission simply lacked a clear-cut
blueprint of how to go about transferring power to the Africans. It was also partly because
the missionaries could not envision themselves never being in charge as they knew nothing
else except being in control.19 It is, therefore, not surprising that after 50 years of missionary
work, the GMS left behind only two ordained African pastors.
The failure of the GMS to entrust its converts with its work was a manifestation of
short-sightedness and lack of vision. It was not even scriptural since the New Testament
missionaries would make converts, organize them into churches, ordain leaders and then
move elsewhere to begin the process all over again. Even if the GMS missionaries did not
want to move elsewhere, it would have greatly eased their burden if they had delegated much
of the responsibility to their converts. That should have been the right course of action since
their ultimate goal was to eventually hand over to them when the appropriate time arrived.
If the GMS had adopted such a forward-looking policy, the merger with the CSM would not
have become necessary. But rather than adopt such a policy, the GMS procrastinated and
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continued to whine that only the Kikuyu could evangelize their fellow Kikuyu since they
knew them much better than the missionaries did.20
That the GMS was devoid of vision was also manifested in the way that it mistreated
its faithful workers. It had largely destroyed their morale since it neither paid them decent
salaries nor did it grant them a scheme of service. It must have been demoralizing to have
continued to earn $6 per month for 20 years regardless of whether the economy was good or
bad. The 1930s were particularly bad because many of the workers often went for months,
and sometimes for years, without being paid their salaries. No wonder a lay preacher like
Kirika had the audacity to announce from the pulpit that he was through with the Lord’s
work.21 The low wages that the mission paid also discouraged potential employees from
working for it. For example, Ndaguri wa Kinuthia and his wife Wanjiku, who were among
the earliest converts of the mission, had refused to join the ministry on the grounds that it
was “a road of poverty.”22 That working for the mission entailed self-sacrifice was
demonstrated by Wanyoike wa Kamawe. He had once secured a job in a Nairobi bank which
was paying a salary of 25 rupees ($8.32) a month. But since he believed that God had called
him to the ministry, he had thereafter resigned and returned to his old job at Kambui which
was paying six rupees ($2.00) a month!23 By 1921, he was earning 15 rupees ($5.00) a month

20

“Fall Conference of Gospel Missionary Society,” Ibid., October-November 1938, p. 4.

21

The Messenger, August-September 1937, p. 4.

22

John E. Henderson to Editor, 24 October 1917, Herald of Life, 31 January 1918, p. 11.

23

Herald of Life, 17 January 1918, p. 9; Myrtle I. Knapp to Rogers, Ibid., 27 November
1913, p. 204.

297

while his cousin, Harry Thuku, was earning 75 rupees ($25.00) a month from his government
job at the Treasury!24
Nevertheless, the merger with the CSM became unavoidable when the GMS failed
to realize that its educational work had already served its purpose and it was no longer
expedient. By the 1930s, the GMS had already established a strong church which could have
done without its educational work. The GMS had also realized by then that its educational
work had grown far beyond its means. And yet, it still continued to cling to it. This was
despite the fact that it was already clear that its educational work was serving the
government’s interests rather than those of the mission. The GMS seemed to have forgotten
the warning of John W. Stauffacher of the AIM that it was very easy to get carried away and
“turn aside to things that the world admires ... which please the government or settlers.”25 In
the final analysis, the GMS’s educational work, which had been such an asset and a blessing
in the early days, ended up being a curse and a liability to the mission. It was the pressure
from the government and the Africans for quality education that eventually forced the GMS
to start negotiations with the CSM in 1934 which were aimed at a merger.
In later years, the GMS seemed to have forgotten that it had primarily gone to Kenya
to evangelize. Although it would have been impossible to evangelize without becoming
involved in the provision of education, the GMS seemed to have largely lost sight of its
original goal in later years. More attention was given to its educational work at the expense
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of its evangelical work. No efforts were ever made to separate the evangelical and the
educational works. Rather than concentrate with the laying down of the foundation for the
church, the GMS was obsessed with its educational work. It neglected the building of formal
church buildings at the out-stations which were more of schools rather than churches since
they lacked ordained ministry. This added another burden to the central stations since all the
communicants had to converge there for the communion service. Above all, the GMS failed
to establish a formal church organization, and neither were the mission and church ever
separated. No parishes were ever created and apart from Kambui and Ng’enda, it was only
Kihumbuini which had an organized church by 1946. Even the training of lay preachers was
neglected because the mission never established a Bible school, even though its converts
were demanding that one be set up.26
That the GMS’s work was able to survive for so long in the face of such seemingly
insurmountable problems was mainly due to the dedication of a few GMS missionaries and
members of the People’s Church. Those individuals sincerely believed that God had called
them to either be missionaries or to continuously support the work financially. If all the GMS
missionaries who went to Kenya had a call to be missionaries there, as most of them
believed, then they would not have given up after only a few years as many of them did.
Those who truly had a call to be missionaries no doubt included the Knapps who had
painstakingly laid the foundations of the work, nurtured it and watched it grow from a
scratch. That was why they were reluctant to drop the work because they had become very
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attached to it. A lot of credit, therefore, goes to such committed individuals for ensuring that
the work of the GMS survived for as long as it did.
The last question that needs to be answered is whether the GMS was able to achieve
the aims which had led to its formation in the first place. That the GMS was generally
successful in its evangelical work is undeniable. It handed over to the CSM about 2,000
professing Christians, who did not include all those who had gone through the mission. The
GMS even went beyond what was mandated by its constitution. It became involved in the
provision of education and medical services which were indispensable to its evangelical
work. The Society could have done even much better if it had fully realized its second aim
of interesting other people in its missionary work. But in spite of its shortcomings, the GMS
successfully achieved its short-term goal of evangelization. It, however, failed to achieve its
long-term goal of establishing a self-supporting and autonomous African church with
American links. Its achievements and shortcomings can be compared to winning some major
battles but losing the war in the end. What is, however, significant is that the GMS laid down
the foundation and put up the framework which it left for the CSM to finish. The CSM
accordingly reaped where it had not sown. But what really mattered in the final analysis, as
the GMS board had argued, was that the GMS work was secure and it continued to thrive in
subsequent years within the PCEA set-up.27
In conclusion, this study has in essence fulfilled the objectives that it had set out to
investigate. It has successfully traced and accounted for the GMS roots of the PCEA from
1895 to 1946. Secondly, the dissertation has shown that the GMS only succeeded partially
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in fulfilling the aims which had initially led to its formation otherwise, it would not have
handed over its work to the CSM as it did in 1946. Thirdly, the study has also proved that
the failure of the GMS to realize all of its original aims was what eventually compelled it to
merge its work with that of the CSM. The study has proved that the GMS had no choice but
to merge with the CSM due to its chronic financial and staffing problems which kept getting
worse with time. Fourthly, this dissertation has to a certain extent filled the gap in the
historiography of Kenya as it is an important contribution to the historical literature in
general and religious literature in particular.
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